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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION
Problem Statement
Social groups, exhibit an array of cultural characteristics, delineating them as a
subculture (Yamamoto, 1968). Subcultures are cultures within another culture.
Subcultures take on an identity as a group but also provide an identity to the members of
the group (Cathcart & Samovar, 1974). Devos (1975) commented that "Defining oneself
in social terms is one basic answer to the human need to belong and to survive" (p.17).
College sororities are one such subculture. Much research has been conducted in
an attempt to discover the effects of membership in sororities and fraternities upon their
members (Wilder, Hoyt, Surbeck, Wilder, & Carney, 1986; Scott, 1965; Kilgannon &
Erwin, 1992; Eddy, 1990). For the most part, no definite conclusions have been drawn as
to whether Greek affiliation is beneficial or detrimental to students (Pike & Askew,
1990). The existence of the Greek system in its present form is under attack, in part due
to value conflicts between academia and the Greek organizations (Goettsch & Hayes,
1990; Rhoads, 1995; Kilgannon & Erwin, 1992; Maisel, 1990). A better understanding of
the individuals who belong to the Greek system will increase understanding of the system
itself and reveal the value of the Greek system to these individuals.
For at least one hundred years it has been recognized that cultural values and
identities are expressed by ornamentation, both of the person and of the interior
environment (Snodin & Howard. 1996; Forty, 1986). Recognizing this makes available a
wealth of information in examining the interior environments of individuals. Information
can be obtained concerning the values, and various identities of the individual; and when
interaction with the informants is added to observation, hypotheses relating to meanings
may be supported or found not to be supported. The research problem directing this study2
is to observe the identities and values expressed by the objects in the living spaces of
sorority women by means of an emic perspective.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study is to write a descriptive ethnography of the decorating
patterns of a subculture of university women, women who are members of a sorority.
Material goods are understood to contain significant expressions of a culture and its
values (Ames, 1962). "One might speak of people being in dialogue with objects in the
sense that it is difficult to construct one's self, and to present that self to others, in the
absence of objects which symbolize achieved and desired statuses" (Riggins, 1990, p. 2).
Since at least the end of the nineteenth century women have been the primary decorators
of American homes (Forty, 1986). The home has been strongly associated with women as
a means of expressing identity. Some researchers have gone so far as to view the home as
a symbol for women's bodies (Forty, 1986; Van der Ryn & Silverstein, 1967; Freud,
1927). This study will add to the existing body of research on identity expression through
interior spaces by analyzing qualitative data that seeks to discover the viewpoint of the
"natives." This approach has been used previously to discover the beliefs of fraternity
men regarding women (Rhoads, 1995). The present study will provide insight concerning
the values of sorority women and the expression of those values through items used in
interior decoration.
Research related to student retention suggests that student satisfaction with
housing plays a role in student re enrollment (Slayings, 1988; Cleave, 1996). Slayings
(1988) found that students living in campus housing had a higher rate of retention than
students living off campus. Sororities and fraternities are considered on-campus housing
even though their physical location is not on university grounds. An increased
understanding of this group of students may provide insight into improving other campus
housing and thereby improving student retention.3
The Greek system, of which sororities are a part, is struggling to survive. Long
standing Greek houses are closing at some universities. One university organized a Greek
affairs task force to explore solutions to problems such as alcohol abuse, lower grade
point averages, and a decrease in the number of students entering the Greek system (K.
Hackney, personal communication, April 29, 1997). Greek organizations also desire to
retain their members once they have pledged. The data gathered from this study will add
to our understanding of social and group identities which can aid decision making aimed
at the recruitment and retention of members.
Objectives of the Study
The objectives of this study are: 1) to describe the study rooms of the members of
Alpha Beta sorority (a pseudonym) by documenting the content and placement of the
objects in the rooms and by discussing the items with the individual members; 2) to
identify recurring patterns in terms of objects and their meanings; 3) to compare the
living spaces of the subjects based on demographic data; and 4) to test hypotheses
regarding cultural values that developed during the initial interviews by conducting
second interviews with key informants.
Objective one will be met by description of the informants' living spaces, and
their contents, and the meanings attributed to the objects by the informants. Objectives
two, three and four will be addressed by performing a content analysis of the interview
results, information compiled by the recording instrument, and photographs of the living
areas. Interpretation of all the data will be presented in Chapter Five. Discussion and
conclusions are presented in Chapter Six.4
CHAPTER 2 - REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Ornamentation of Domestic Interiors
The term "ornament" is currently used to refer to something that embellishes or
enhances (Funk & Wagnalls, 1980) and usually performs no other function than to add to
the enjoyment of the object (Snodin & Howard, 1996). In Western cultures, ornament
generally is applied to residential interiors and is equivalent to decoration, hence the term
"interior decoration" (Snodin & Howard, 1996). Yet all of the items placed in residential
interiors do not fall within this definition of ornament. Certainly some of the objects in
our homes do perform important functions; and the style or design of the object, while
important, is secondary.
Objects in the domestic interior can be grouped by function. Dormer (1990)
identifies four broad categories of objects: 1) appliances which make life easier and
thereby more pleasant, such as washing machines; 2) furniture, such as chairs, which
furnish comfort; 3) "objects of distraction, such as...televisions"; and 4) some objects
which are purely decorative, such as art (Dormer, 1990, p. 9). Objects in each of Dormer's
categories can be found in most interiors. However, the objects that are of primary
interest in this study are those that provide comfort, distraction and decoration. Objects
such as appliances are viewed as being of lesser importance because these may be
expected to vary less among individuals and therefore to reflect less the individuals'
identity.
Although Dormer's categories are relevant and valuable, the category "purely
decorative" may be difficult to discern. Snodin and Howard (1996) point out that there
are aspects of interior decoration that seem to be purely decorative, but in fact perform an
important function. For example, painting a room a light color as opposed to a dark color5
can add size and light to the room. The paint color is primarily seen as decorative, yet it
plays a significant role in the perception of the room. Thus the distinction of "functional"
versus "functionless" is somewhat arbitrary.
For purposes of this study, decoration was defined as any adornment to the living
space. Using Dormer's categories, this includes both objects that provide comfort and
objects that are simply decorative.
Ornament and Culture
Embedded in the domestic interiors of the past and the present is the story of the
culture, climate, technology, and social values of the time and place from which they
originate. Many of the objects of comfort and distraction which are common nowadays
were not only unavailable a few centuries ago, but may have been considered excessive in
light of the cultural values of the time (Gloag, 1966). The common thread running
through the history of decoration is that human beings decorate. Predecessors of modern
European humans embellished the walls of their caves with paintings and sculpture
(Whiton, 1974). The practice of decorating is attributed to the human need for variety in
their lives and to have voice - to express themselves (Dormer, 1990; Lennon, Fairhurst, &
Peatross, 1991; Malnar & Vodvarka, 1992). In much of Western cultural history, only
members of the ruling class have been able to have variety and voice through
ornamentation of their bodies, their possessions and environments (Malnar & Vodvarka,
1992; McKendrick, Brewer & Plumb, 1982). Decoration has been a method of defining
physical spaces as well as conveying social status (Snodin & Howard, 1996). Although
social status is still conveyed in this manner, the Industrial Revolution made it possible
for members of many social strata to decorate themselves and their interiors.
During the nineteenth century in America factories, rather than craftsmen, became
the suppliers of goods for the public to use in interior decoration. The Victorian period
has been referred to as the beginnino, of the "devaluing of ornament" in the United States6
(Malnar & Vodvarka, 1992). The devaluing of ornament initially does not seem to typify
the Victorian period. This evaluation is based on the concept that ornament "makes the
world more whole by knitting it together" (Alexander, Ishikawa, Silverstein, et al, in
Malnar & Vodvarka, 1992, p.265) which the eclecticism of the Victorian period failed to
accomplish. The "devaluing" of ornament is believed to have three important antecedents:
the creation of the Empire Style by Napoleon; the production of inexpensive ornament;
and the end of the unified world-view which had for so long formed a consistent structure
for design (Giedion, 1948; Malnar & Vodvarka, 1992).
The Victorian period is remembered as the time of successive revivals of past
styles. Napoleon also looked back to past symbols to validate his imperial reign (Giedion,
1948). The result was "an extraordinary devaluation of symbols by their exaggeration and
inappropriate application" (Malnar & Vodvarka, 1992, p. 266). Napoleon could not by
himself create the Victorian period; but he did perhaps set the stage. Other actors in the
play were the factories of the Industrial Revolution.
Prior to the eighteenth century, decorative objects were available only to the
wealthy. With the arrival of mechanization, objects that had previously been hand-crafted
and thereby too costly for the working class were produced by machine, which reduced
the cost of the item and made these items available to the emerging middle class
(Giedion, 1948; Charlish, 1976; Weinberg; 1994). Reproduction of art objects, as well as
the mass production of domestic objects such as bowls, vases and carpets, changed the
appearance of the American interior in a radical and lasting manner (Giedion, 1948). The
voices of men like Ruskin and Morris were influential in speaking out against what they
saw happening to ornament. Others, like Henry Cole and later Elsie De Wolfe, perhaps
seeing that mass production was here to stay, wrote books to help guide the taste of
women (Malnar & Vodvarka, 1992), for women by the late nineteenth century had
become the domestic decorators (Forty, 1986). Today, despite the guidebooks and
philosophies of Ruskin and Morris, the Victorian period is remembered as a time when7
"more is more", and the items used in a residential interior were an exotic mixture of
styles and origins (Malnar & Vodvarka, 1992). Because objects were randomly
combined, their original significance and symbolism were often lost (Giedion, 1948).
This phenomenon of reviving past styles and mixing them together in a single
interior seems to have been facilitated by the fact that for the first time, society no longer
clung to a single world-view (Malnar & Vodvarka, 1992). Previously this unified world-
view had acted as a guide for artists and designers. The volatility of changing taste, and
the urge to purchase the latest item became a guiding force in interior decoration
(McKendrick, et al, 1982).
Giedion (1948) and Malnar & Vodvarka (1992) have offered interesting
explanations for the devaluing of ornament. However, Giedion's suggestion that
Napoleon and his Empire Style were the origin of the change in perspective, relative to
ornament, ignores the fact that the Industrial Revolution and consumerism had already
begun before Napoleon rose to power (Blakemore, 1997).
Napoleon's role in these changes may be dubious but the impact of the Industrial
Revolution is undisputed. The impact on the lifestyles of Americans was pervasive, and
we still feel the effect from this tidal wave of change. The significance of the Industrial
Revolution was not that people began wanting more material goods, but rather that for the
first time an abundance of material goods was within reach of more people than ever
before (McKendrick, et al 1982).
The interiors of today result in large part from this transformation of American
culture which took place over one hundred years ago. Mass production, the use of
simulated materials such as faux marble surfaces and a movement toward informality in
interiors became popular in the late nineteenth century; and these traits are still evident in
the vernacular interiors of the present (Giedion, 1948; Snodin & Howard, 1996). The
study rooms of sorority women also exemplify these trends. Giedion's (1948) supposition
that ornament became misunderstood, misapplied and misused might be rephrased to8
state rather that the meanings changed. Particular motifs and patterns became
disconnected from their original source. When this occurred a motif or pattern took on a
new meaning which developed from the middle class culture. Decades later a theoretical
framework, symbolic interactionism, emerged which attempted to explain how objects
change and acquire their meanings.
Symbolic Interactionism
Introduction
Symbolic interactionism is a theoretical perspective from sociology which focuses
on the social interactions that occur between human beings. Symbolic interactionism sees
these interactions as the key to understanding human behavior (Blumer, 1969). This
theoretical perspective makes a distinction between symbolic and non-symbolic
interactions. Symbolic interactions are those that require the participants to interpret or
process their responses or actions. The counterparts to symbolic interactions are those
that do not require the participants, or actors, to decipher the meaning intended. These
non-symbolic responses are evident in reflex actions such as, "Hi, How are you?" and the
polite response, "Fine".
History of the Theory
George Herbert Mead was one of the first theorists closely associated with
symbolic interactionism. Mead was a philosophy professor at the University of Chicago
whose book Mind, Self and Society from the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist (1934)
laid the foundation for symbolic interactionism. The work of Mead was published
posthumously and consisted of his notes and lectures (Meltzer, 1967). Mead's three
primary influences were: "the philosophy of pragmatism, the work of Charles Darwin and
behaviorism" (Charon, 1979, p.29). Aspects of each of these ideologies are seen in
symbolic interactionism. However, Mead's response to behaviorism was a negative9
response. He rejected the perspective of those who believed that evaluating observable
actions was sufficient to comprehend human behavior (Charon, 1979). Mead attached
great significance to the human ability to reason and to use symbols. Therefore, if
meanings and symbols were not part of the analysis, the insight gained could not be
meaningful. Mead did value the study of observable actions, but only as it provided
information concerning "the symbolic and social action of humans" (Charon, 1979, p.
31).
Basic Assumptions
Because Mead died before any of his work was published, it was one of his
students, Herbert Blumer, who coined the name and developed symbolic interactionism
into a formal theory (Blumer, 1969; Charon, 1979). Blumer based symbolic
interactionism on particular assumptions regarding human behavior. The first was that
people base their actions on the messages communicated to them by objects. The term
"objects" is not limited to actual physical objects, but can also refer "to anything that can
be indicated, pointed to or referred to" (Blumer, 1969, p.10). People perceive cues about
objects from their interaction with others, decipher them and choose a course of action
(Kaiser, 1990).
Blumer's second assumption was that meanings attributed to objects emerge from
interaction with other people (Blumer, 1969; Kaiser, 1990). Humans are believed to have
a repertoire of meanings based on past experiences. This repertoire of meanings fluctuates
and adapts as needed based on social interactions. "The meaning of a thing for a person
grows out of the ways in which other persons act toward the person with regard to the
thing. Their actions operate to define the thing for the person" (Blumer, 1969, p.4-5).
The last assumption is that meanings are altered and revised through an
interpretive process (Blumer, 1969; Kaiser, 1990). As people interact, meanings are
modified by new information, new uses or new points of view. This interpretation and10
reinterpretation process is accomplished first by acknowledging the thing toward which
the action is taken (that is, communicating with oneself) and then by evaluating meanings
and reviewing them for direction and formulation of action (Blumer, 1969).
These assumptions form the basis for a world view from a symbolic interactionist
perspective. Although additional assumptions have been added to the theory since
Blumer recorded his formative postulates in the 1950's and 1960's (Charon, 1979), his
three form the foundation of the theory (Kaiser, 1990; Lee, 1990). This theory is
particularly relevant to this study because like symbolic interactionism, it attempts to link
observable behavior - decorating, with its meanings. In addition, the concepts of objects
and joint actions that originate from symbolic interactionism are pertinent.
Objects
Objects, according to Mead, include, but are not limited to, actual physical
objects. A friend may be considered an object, a social object. An idea, such as freedom,
is also an object, referred to as an abstract object (Blumer, 1969). Meanings associated
with any of these three types of objects are developed by the way the object is defined,
used, or talked about through interaction with others. In the view of symbolic
interactionism, objects do not possess intrinsic or universal value or meaning. The value
of an object is limited to that which it is given by actors interacting. Objects, then, are
social creations (Blumer, 1969). This is demonstrated in the changing meanings given to
objects. Twenty years ago a typewriter was a valuable tool for a student. Today, because
of the widespread availability of personal computers, it would be impractical to use such
an outdated tool. The meaning of a typewriter is no longer that of a valuable tool but
rather of an obsolete and inconvenient object.
People live in an environment filled with meaningful objects. The environment is
socially constructed by the meanings formulated through social interaction. Therefore,
groups of people form unique environments which may change as meanings evolve. "To11
identify and understand the life of a group it is necessary to identify its world of objects;
this identification has to be in terms of the meanings objects have for the members of the
group" (Blumer, 1969, p.69). In this study, items used to decorate the study rooms of a
sorority and the meanings the sorority women attribute to them will be examined.
Joint Action
Certain sociologists attempt to explain society in terms either of culture or of its
social structure (Blumer, 1969). Symbolic interactionists attempt neither; rather they
define society as human beings who act, a view which encompasses other current
theories. Culture is based on what people do, and social structures are based on how
people conduct themselves in relation to each other. "A cardinal principle of symbolic
interactionism is that any empirically oriented scheme of human society, however
derived, must respect the fact that in the first and last instances human society consists of
people engaging in action" (Blumer, 1969, p. 7). Group living is a case of humans
engaging in joint action.
Joint action has been defined as an action that involves numerous participants but
is perceived and described as one action (Blumer, 1969). Because the joint action has a
unique character, the individual acts comprising it do not need to be acknowledged.
Examples of joint action are a church service, a football game or a sorority function. Joint
action, like individual acts, must go through a development process, the blending together
of individual acts into one. The development of the joint action over time gives it a
history, which is "generally orderly, fixed and repetitious by virtue of a common
identification or definition of the joint action that is made by its participants" (Blumer,
1969, p.71). The collective meaning derived by the participants for their action provides
an accepted base for the individual members to identify their actions with those of the rest12
of the group. In this study the common beliefs and values of the informants will be
considered a joint action in which the members of the sorority may be viewed as a single
entity.
Group Behavior
Introduction
According to symbolic interactionism, the meanings of the objects in a
person's environment come from social interaction. Therefore, the individuals with whom
a person associates are a significant mediating factor in the individual's behavior. The
significance of the interaction of groups was recognized early in this century, and rapidly
grew into a specialized area of research due to the work of Sherif & Sherif (as described
in Cathcart & Samovar, 1974). This husband-and-wife team conducted landmark studies
beginning in the late thirties, which are still cited in the group behavior literature. They
demonstrated the existence of group influence on the individual. Fifteen years later,
psychologists and sociologists had accepted the premise of Gestalt psychology that "the
whole is greater than the sum of the parts" (Lewin, 1951 quoted in Forsyth, 1990, p. 18).
A group came to be viewed as a new entity which gave the individuals a collective
identity and functioned with distinct dynamics (Forsyth, 1990).
Definition of Groups
A common question asked by those who study group behavior has been, "Are
groups real?" (Bass, 1974; Forsyth, 1990; Turner, 1987). This question exists, in part,
because group influence cannot be seen and does not occur in every instance where more
than one person is present (Bass, 1974). Just as the study of group behavior evolved over
time, so has the definition of a group (Forsyth, 1990; Bass, 1974). Several key elements
are generally viewed as essential in order for a plurality of individuals to be functioning
as a psychological group. In order for group dynamics to operate, face-to-face interaction13
must occur (Shaw, 1974; Forsyth, 1990; Festinger, Schachter & Back, 1950). The type of
interaction, whether it be verbal, nonverbal, or emotional, is not significant; but some
form of interaction must occur (Forsyth, 1990; Shaw, 1974). Cartwright & Zander (1968)
consider interaction to be a type of interdependence, meaning that "an event which affects
one member is likely to affect all" (Fiedler, 1967, in Shaw, 1974, p.32).
Group membership also involves motivation or attractiveness of the group (Shaw,
1974; Forsyth, 1990). Members join the group because they believe the group can fill a
need that cannot be met without the group. Two factors that contribute to the
attractiveness of a group are perceived similarity of the group to the individual, often
resulting in friendships (Festinger, et al, 1950; Forsyth, 1990) and shared goals.
Researchers of group behavior also study groups and define them in relation to
structure (Shaw, 1974). Structure refers to dynamics such as roles, norms and status
issues which exist even in informal groups. Sherif & Sherif define groups in these terms:
A group is a social unit which consists of a number of individuals who
stand in (more or less) definite status and role relationships to one another
and which explicitly or implicitly possesses a set of values or norms of its
own regulating the behavior of the individual members, at least in matters
of consequence to the group (Sherif & Sherif, 1953, p. 2).
A definition of groups, then, must take into account at least these three
components - interaction, attractiveness and structure. One such definition might
resemble the following: A group refers to a collection of individuals who are in proximity
to one another so that face-to-face interaction occurs, and contained in the interaction is
the satisfaction of the needs of the individual as well as the communication of values and
norms.14
Group Influence
Informal observations of human behavior have generated several conflicting
proverbs regarding groups, for example, "two heads are better than one" and "too many
cooks spoil the broth" (Steiner, 1974). These proverbs reflect the approach-avoidance
conflict that group membership creates for the individual. Group membership can be
viewed as an approach-avoidance type conflict because to become part of the group
involves gratification of desires and goals, but also requires conforming to the informal or
formal rules of the group (Festinger, et al, 1950). Cohesion and bonding with the group
occur when members of the group comply with the rules of the group (Cotterell, 1996).
Studies of group behavior address many different types of issues and concerns.
Two issues that are particularly relevant for this research project are why people join
groups and how groups exert their influence.
Cotterell notes how much time and energy are expended among adolescents in
relation to "making and keeping friends" and "group social life" (1996, p.1). Newman &
Newman indicate the importance for the young adolescent "to resolve the crisis... of
alienation" (Newman & Newman, 1986, in Cotterell, 1996, p. 5). While these issues are
definitely more salient in early adolescence, they are also relevant to sorority women,
many of whom are still adolescents. One of the ways in which alienation is avoided and
meaningful relationships established is by joining groups. "Belonging", "being included"
and "being part of a group" are considered crucial to adolescents (Cotterell, 1996, p.1).
These needs provide one motivation for individuals to form groups. Researchers studying
gangs have found that belonging is a paramount motivation for being part of a gang,
indicating that this need can override social and cultural restraints (Cotterell, 1996).
How do groups influence members? Festinger et al, (1950) suggest two possible
spheres of influence: through formalized rules and through normal conversation.
Formalized rules are obvious in highly organized groups such as sororities, church groups
or sports teams. Even informal groups impose rules or expectations on members. A study15
conducted by Pedersen, Keithly & Brady (1986) compared the frequency of conformity
to the expectation or norm of hand washing after using the bathroom. On those occasions
on which another person was in the bathroom, hand washing occurred more frequently.
These individuals were not members of a group based on the definition developed above,
yet the cultural norm was strong enough to alter their behavior, at least when someone
else was present.
As observed by symbolic interactionists, another way that groups exert their
influence is simply through normal conversation (Festinger, et al, 1950). The friendships
which develop become conduits for passing on the values and attitudes of the group.
Dunphy notes that "the most important motivational factor in the formation of...groups is
the desire for a personal, affective response from a few other individuals", (1972, p. 63 in
Cotterell, 1996). The more individuals in a group receive the desired response, the greater
the group cohesiveness (Cotterell, 1996; Festinger, 1950). When group cohesiveness is at
a high level, communication of and conformity to group attitudes, opinions and behavior
will be more successful (Festinger, 1950).
The influence of group membership on individuals consumes much of the
research relating to adolescents (Cottrell, 1996; Parish & Necessary, 1995; Jensen, 1985).
A segment of this research examines the impact of fraternities and sororities upon the
individual (Maisel, 1990; Pike & Askew, 1990; Baier & Whipple, 1990; Eddy, 1990). In
spite of numerous studies, the influence of fraternities and sororities on individuals
remains uncertain. Nearly half of the university and college campuses in the United States
and Canada accommodate social fraternities and sororities (Maisel, 1990). The present
study will add to the body of knowledge regarding both group influence and sororities.
Sororities
For over a hundred years sororities have been a part of college campuses. Like
fraternities, which began even earlier, sororities have weathered the storms of cultural16
change during periods such as the Depression and the 1960's revolt against the
establishment, to become vital components of many college and university campuses
(Pike & Askew, 1990).
The Beginning of Sororities
Sororities began near the end of the nineteenth century, a time when higher
education was relatively new for women (Martin, 1928). The establishment of secret
societies, similar to those already in existence for men, was based on the hope that
women students would develop a "strong college spirit" and that the differences between
social classes would be overlooked (Martin, 1928, p. 29). The founders of the first
sorority, in 1870, were not concerned with what is now seen as an important benefit of
sorority membership; that is, the developing of close and lasting relationships (K.
Ferguson, personal communication, April 30, 1997). An unforeseen benefit of the
establishment of sororities was the sense of community which developed in the face of
ostracism by male students who felt women should not be admitted to colleges and
universities (Martin, 1928). The sororities provided a support system to encourage
women to finish their education and to provide distraction from the pressures of college
life.
Here with friends she need not be on parade. She could be what she really
was, an essentially feminine woman, with wide outlook and large
ambitions to be sure, but no phenomenon as the general public insisted
upon regarding her. The simple wholesome social life that the sorority
made a possibility was conducive to naturalness, feminine charm and
womanly dignity. For the first generation of college girls the sorority was
primarily a humanizing agency (Martin, 1928, p. 31).
Purpose of Sororities
Women do not struggle on college campuses in the same way that they once did,
yet sororities continue to provide a support system and significant relationships just as17
they did at the time of their inception (A. Altfillisch, and K. Ferguson, personal
communication, April 30, 1997). The Greek system (sororities and fraternities) provides
an escape from the feelings of isolation that are common on largecollege campuses (Kuh
& Lyons, 1990). Other positive aspects of sororities today are opportunities for
developing leadership skills, philanthropies conducted by the Greek-letter societies to
assist local communities; improved adaptation to college life, and the opportunity to
improve social skills and develop relationships; and career advancement through
professional networking (Malaney, 1990).
In spite of the many benefits offered by sororities and fraternities, much
controversy surrounds the Greek system. Many of the concerns pertain to behaviors such
as alcohol and drug abuse, hazing, and gang rape, as well as more subtle methods of
demeaning women (Rhoads, 1995; Goettsch & Hayes, 1990; Tampke, 1990). Criticisms
directed at the Greek system are also based on ideological differences. Differences related
to their membership selection process, the fact that few members are from minorities, and
the fact that relatively homogenous groups are created, are considered to be in conflict
with academic goals (Winston & Saunders, 1987; Pike & Askew, 1990; Maisel, 1990).
Some universities and colleges, such as Colby College, have taken extreme action against
these problems by eliminating the social fraternities and sororities from their campus
(Heida, 1990). Other universities are apparently willing to work with the Greek
organizations to find solutions (K. Hackney, personal communication, April 29 1997;
Ackerman, 1990, Wilder, et al, 1990). On campuses where fraternities and sororities have
been banned, groups often continue to meet against university policy. It seems unlikely
that the Greek system will disappear completely, and therefore it is important to continue
studies which contribute to an understanding of the Greek-letter organizations.18
Related Research
Sororities as well as fraternities have received a notable amount of attention
within the scholarly literature. However, the literature most often addresses alcohol and
drug abuse issues (Tampke, 1990 ) or the debate over the effects on the individual of
sorority membership (Winston & Saunders, 1987). One study by Parker & Gade (1981)
used the University Residence Environment Scale (URES) developed by Moos & Gerst
(1974) with a sample of fraternity and sorority members. The URES provides objective
data relative to the psychological and social environment of a living group. However, the
issues that are addressed, such as perceptions regarding organization and order of the
house, and competition, are not relevant to the objectives of this study.
A related area of research is college dormitory living. One such study that is
particularly pertinent was conducted by Hansen and Altman in 1976. This study
examined the decorating patterns of freshmen living in college dorms. The objectives of
the study were to describe the manner in which the students utilized the wall space, to
examine decorative modeling behavior and to determine if a relationship exists between
personalization of the space and student retention. Hansen & Altman attempted to
measure volume of decorated space by analyzing the content of photographs of the
subjects' rooms. Photographs were taken early in a school term and compared with
photographs taken later in the same term.
Hansen & Altman found that nearly everyone had decorated, at least minimally,
and that the quantity of decorated space increased over time. Initially, reference materials
such as calendars and campus maps were utilized frequently but later in the term, the
frequency of personal items was greater than that of reference materials. Decorations that
indicated personal relationships, such as photographs were displayed infrequently and
remained low throughout the term. Imitation among roommates occurred in
approximately 30% of the roommate pairs, indicating modeling was not a strong
motivation in decoration. Hansen & Altman's data suggests a positive relationship19
between dropping out of school and a low volume of decorated space. The subjects in the
sample that later dropped out of school tended to display items indicating personal
relationships more frequently than those that stayed in school. The researchers considered
this an indication that the student's connections were stronger elsewhere. The conclusion
drawn, based on this study, was that decorations of an interior environment reflect the
personal-social condition of the individuals and of groups.
Identity and Values
Identity is a commonly used word in the American culture but its definitions vary
widely. A popular definition of the word might be "who a person is." Social scientists use
a more specific definition. In the social science context, identity is related to groups to
which an individual belongs or with which a person associates, and the significance one
attributes to membership in the group (Deaux, 1993). This is similar to Mead's concept of
self, which contemporary symbolic interactionism has changed to identity.
Personal, Social and Group Identity
Individuals may possess three types of identity: personal, social and group
identities (Deaux, 1993). The distinction among various identities is not universally
accepted (Deaux, 1992). However for purposes of this study it is helpful to clarify the
components that construct identity, even if the division is arbitrary.
Personal identities are similar to the idea of identity that is used in popular culture.
It refers to the essence or unique characteristics of a person. Hogg and Abrams (1988)
view of personal identity as being indicated by relationships and interests of the person
such as sister and lover of art.
Social identity refers to characteristics that an individual shares with a group to
which the individual belongs (Deaux, 1993). Some of the social identities that individuals
possess are ascribed rather than chosen, such as gender and race.20
Group identity refers to the identity that the group possesses as a whole. The
individual identities that make up the group are lost or grouped together. An example of
this is the couple identity that forms in marriage. When a couple is late, people no longer
say "Sally is late," rather they say "the Smiths are late," even though Mr. Smith was
sitting at home reading the paper while waiting for his wife to get ready (S. Binney & L.
Binney, personal communication, April 4, 1997). Mr. Smith, by virtue of his group
identity, has in a sense given up his own identity of being punctual and assumes the new
group identity, which in this case is that of being late.
Role of Identity
These identities - personal, social and groupare interwoven to form the identity
of the individual. Having an identity is generally viewed as an essential part of the human
personality, giving rise to such expressions as "identity crisis" and "loss of identity."
Although providing self esteem for the individual has long been assumed to be one of the
functions of identity (Tajfel, 1978), recent research (Abrams, 1992; Abrams & Hogg,
1988 in Deaux, 1993) indicates an alternative understanding. Identity, specifically social
identity, serves to indicate to individuals not their competency but rather that they fit
somewhere in the scheme of things. This is consistent with Snyder & Fromkin's (1980)
uniqueness theory which states that individuals are most comfortable with moderate
amounts of similarity and take action to maintain satisfactory levels of similarity with
those around them. Social and group identities provide the desired commonalty while
personal identities furnish the differences that individuals also desire. Membership ina
social fraternity or sorority "is often a safe place to examine and experiment with various
facets of one's identity" (Kuh & Lyons, 1990, p. 20).21
Cultural Values
A universal group identity is culture. One definition of culture is the combination
of all acquired models of conduct, which characterizes a group of people (Funk &
Wagnalls, 1980). The idea that culture is learned implies that culture is visible and that
culture is communicated by interaction.
Some of the most obvious ways that culture is apparent are through language and
through artifacts (Thompson, 1969). Language, in this context, refers not only to spoken
conversations among members of the culture, but is also evident in the poetry, song,
dance, theater, ceremonies and even the myths of the culture (Thompson, 1969).
Language, like artifacts, is symbolic, that is, it consists of "object[s] or event[s] that refer
to something, and these symbols may have meaning on various levels" (Spradley, 1979,p
95). Any noun, for example, designates two types of meaning: the literal object and the
significance of meaning of the object to the listener.
The artifacts of a culture are of interest for more than their cultural function. They
possess a "nonverbal component of certain human interactions where it is understood to
facilitate or enrich those interactions and convey information about attitudes, values and
affiliations" (Ames, 1962). This is evident from a study conducted by Bonnes, Giuliani,
Amoni and Bernard, (1987). In their study, Bonnes, et al. compared the Italian and
French "cultural rules" for living rooms. They found that both the decorative items used
and the arrangement of furniture in the room communicated differences in the culture.
For example, the focus of the Italian home was not the living room, but the dining room.
This cultural value was also evident in the use of decorative plates on the walls. The
French, although certainly known for their cuisine, tended to entertain in the living room
and to decorate using period pieces of furniture, reproduction wall paper and books that
were apparently primarily for show. In France, the emphasis was on the decorative
objects whereas in Italy the emphasis was on function. The living rooms of the two
cultures reflect the "attitudes, values, and affiliations" of each (Ames, 1962).22
Identity and Values in Interiors
The artifacts of a culture, including the interior artifacts, indicate and
communicate to the viewer information about cultural values. Barth believes these
cultural values are "empirical facts that can be discovered" (1966, p.12).
Cultural values are not all that can be discovered in the artifacts of an interior.
Identity is another construct that has been found to be indicated in interiors. Sadalla,
Vershure & Burroughs (1987) assessed the personality traits of homeowners. Students
were shown pictures of the living room and exterior of a home and asked to check
adjectives provided by the researchers that they believed described the owner of the
home. Results showed a significant correlation between the homeowner personality traits
and the student evaluations based on the slides of the homes.
Another study suggests that women in particular, view their living space as a part
of themselves. Women deem decorating a dwelling as important as decorating oneself
with clothing (Van der Ryn & Silverstein, 1967).
Both of these studies as well as others (Sadalla & Sheets, 1993, Duncan, 1981,
Cooper, 1976) illustrate the expression of identity in interiors. Because identity is
expressed in interiors, the study of interiors is a valuable method to increase
understanding of individual's identity.
Summary of Review of Literature
Ornamentation of the interior environment is now recognized as an important
expression of the identity of the individual and of the values of the culture. These forms
of communication may not be overt, but are expressed in the language of symbols that is
constructed by social interaction. The subculture of informants studied, members of a
college sorority, is expected to have its own cultural values expressed in its study room
decoration, as well as in the personal identities of the individual members.23
CHAPTER 3 - METHOD
Justification of the Method
Previous research related to fraternities and sororities has been conducted using
quantitative methods, such as the URES, College Student Questionnaire and the Erwin
Identity Scale (Moos & Gerst, 1974; Baird, 1969; Wilder, et al, 1986; Kilgannon &
Erwin, 1992). Quantitative analysis seeks to predict and to identify cause and effect
relationships (Neuman, 1994). Manning (1992) has noted a shift in perspective of social
scientists away from that of the natural sciences. This shift reflects an alternative world
view. Rather than seeing the world as functioning mechanically, it is seen as having
"multiple, constructed and holistic" realities, the "knower and known as interactive,
inseparable," and in this world view "inquiry is value-bound" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985 in
Manning, 1992, p.132). Alternate perspectives require alternative research methods such
as ethnography and participant observation. Because the objectives of this study are
consistent with this emergent world view, a qualitative method of analysis provides
access to the types of data desired. Ethnography is a qualitative method of research
derived from cultural anthropology that seeks to look beyond what can be seen, to find
symbols and their meanings. Therefore this method is consistent with the objectives of
this study.
The Ethnographic Method
The most basic definition of ethnography is the description of a culture
(Spradley, 1979). Funk and Wagnalls Standard Dictionary includes the idea that the
descriptions anthropologists provide are primarily of non-Western cultures; however, this
is not always the case. Ethnography has been used in a variety of settings and cultural
groups, from high school principals (Wolcott, 1995), to cocktail waitresses (Spradley,
1979).24
Spradley (1979) asserts that a prevalent myth in our culture that of the
homogeneity of the American culture. The reality is that cultural groups, ethnic groups
and even occupational groups have unique language and behavioral patterns.
Ethnography is a valuable tool to discover the diverse perspectives and patterns of
interaction within and between these various groups.
Ethnography utilizes three aspects of a culture to aid in formulating a description.
Spoken language is a primary component in compiling an ethnography. In addition, the
behavior of people informs us about them and their culture. The third aspect is the objects
they use, own and display (Spradley, 1979). Each of these components makes a valuable
contribution to a cultural description.
An important part of the ethnographic process is the desire to obtain an emic
perspective - the perspective of the "native." The researcher comes to the setting of
interest as a student, to be taught by the informants. Researchers, while an active part of
the experience, seek not to present their own view of the culture but to discover the
viewpoint or emic perspective of the informants (Fetterman, 1989; Spradley, 1979).
The ethnographic method facilitates this goal because people are observed in their
normal setting rather than in a laboratory setting. Surveys and other research methods
often explore questions formulated by the researcher and reflect the researcher's values,
rather than attempting to discover and understand the perspective of the native. Frake
(1980) wrote that, "The problem is not simply to find answers to questions the
ethnographer brings into the field, but also to find the questions that go with the
responses he observes, after his arrival" (p. 26).
Ethnography is not a method that seeks to predict behavior (Frake, 1980). The
ethnographer is seeking rather to decode the implicit conventions of proper conduct as
dictated by the culture. As a linguist does not endeavor to speculate what a native will
say, but rather seeks to discover the rules for forming grammatically correct statements,
so the ethnographer does not attempt to predict behavior but to learn what behaviors are25
appropriate. Ethnographers are attempting to construct a theory of the culture which is
based on the socially appropriate behaviors of the culture.
Data Collection
The Informants - Alpha Beta Sorority
Alpha Beta Sorority ( a pseudonym) was established in 1897 with just four
members. Currently there are over 100 chapters nationwide and 470 chartered alumnae
associations (M. Butler, personal communication, May 6, 1997). This chapter of Alpha
Beta sorority is affiliated with a university located in the northwestern part of the United
States and has had a chapter on this campus since 1926. This local chapter did close in the
early eighties for about 6 years because of low membership (K. Anderson and C.
Uerlings, personal communication, May 7, 1997). It reopened in 1988 and now has 77
members, 45 living in the house. Generally seniors and freshmen live out of the house.
This sorority emphasizes sisterhood and relationship building.
The Sample
The sample for the study was 35 collegiate sorority women living in a sorority
house where the researcher was employed for two years as a resident advisor, or
"housemom." The participants were all between the age of 18 and 22 and were full time
students. The women of Alpha Beta come from a variety of family backgrounds.
However, the fact that these women attend a state university and are sorority members
suggests at least a middle class economic status. The women of Alpha Beta are actively
involved in campus leadership, sports and drama on the nearby university campus. A
large number of the women come from a nearby metropolitan area. Ethnically, the group
was primarily white, although some of the women are from other ethnic backgrounds
such as Hispanic.26
Interviews
The primary method of data collection used was individual interviews with
members of the sorority. The informants participated in the study based on their
availability. Specific appointments were made with some informants. The interviews
were held at the sorority house either in the study room of the informant or in one of the
common areas of the house. Each interview was based on questions which developed
from a preliminary study of the same group (Carter, 1997 Appendix A). The structure
provided by the questions was not strictly adhered to if the informant led the discussion in
a particular direction. These interviews were tape recorded and later transcribed.
Demographic information was collected from each informant. Some members were
interviewed a second time for the purpose of checking the accuracy of the hypotheses
which developed over the course of the interviews.
After each interview, the informant and the researcher visited the informant's
study room to discuss individual objects in the room. An instrument was developed for
documenting the objects in each room and determining information relative to their
origin. Each room was also photographed, for the purpose of further documenting the
rooms.
Data Interpretation
The ethnographic interview provides the researcher with data in the form of text.
Because the objects used in decoration are also part of the focus of this study, some of the
text collected was linked with objects. All of the data were analyzed by categorization of
the responses (Dey, 1993; Spradley, 1979) and by identifying and interpreting cultural
themes within the data (Spradley, 1979).
Categorization of the interview responses and of the items used for decoration
allowed for grouping data based on similarities and differences among the informants.
Spradley (1979) refers to categories or groups of responses that share some common27
element as a domain. Each domain or category has a name which is a cover term and
under each cover term are at least two included terms. The included terms must share a
semantic relationship, that is, define or describe the same object. This categorization
process is similar to the method individuals use daily to simplify incoming data
(Spradley, 1972). An example might be the university campus culture. A category could
be "people on a university campus" and the individuals on campus are placed mentally in
groups such as student, professor, or staff member. One may further simplify these
categories by grouping professors using a cover term such as "professors in my
department." This simplification process used unconsciously by most individuals has
been adapted for cultural research. The choice of categories are directed by the research
objectives and by the responses of informants. In this study, once categories were
established, links and common themes among the categories were identified. Spradley
(1979) refers to these possible relationships as hypothesis and uses additional interviews
to test for accuracy. The present study followed Spradley's procedure by testing
hypothesized relationships among the data during second interviews with key informants.
Informants who are interviewed more than once are considered key informants by
Spradley as well as in this present study.
The categorization of informant responses and objects used in decoration provided
a view of the individual identities. The second aspect of the analysis process, identifying
cultural themes, provided a view of the cultural group. This process links the categories.
By linking the categories, interactive relationships were established (Dey, 1993) and a
broad picture of the culture was formed (Spradley, 1979). Finally the categories and their
links were interpreted in relation to values and ideas from the larger culture. Chapter Five
presents these categories and themes; Chapter Six presents the interpretation of the
themes and associations that developed from the study.28
CHAPTER 4 - THE SETTING
The Campus
This chapter of Alpha Beta sorority is affiliated with a a medium-sized, small-
town, state university campus in the northwestern United States. There are about 11,000
undergraduate students with about 20% participating in the fraternity and sorority system.
Many students who attend this university come from a large metropolitan city 80 miles
away.
Housing options for students include dormitories located on the perimeter of the
campus. All of these dormitory buildings were built prior to 1972 and are consequently
seen as "old," "institutional" and "not very homey" by these informants. There are also
co-op living groups, apartments and houses for rent, a privately owned dormitory and the
fraternity and sorority houses. Freshman women usually do not have the option of living
in the sorority houses unless there is space available in the house.
The Alpha Beta House
The Rush Process
This local chapter is governed by an Executive Council which is comprised of
alumni officers and current officers who are elected by the members. Membership
recruitment by Alpha Beta and other sororities on this campus is conducted during both
formal rush and informal rush. Formal rush occurs during the week prior to the beginning
of classes. Freshmen women interested in joining a sorority are guided through tours and
presentations by the houses throughout the week. Each day the women eliminate houses
so that by the last night they have just three choices left. Meanwhile the members of the
houses stay up late into the night after the events of the day and consider each rushee, as
prospective members are called, for membership in their sorority. Many times a rushee
will have a connection with a member such as the same hometown, the same major or a29
mutual friend, in which case that member will be said "to have rushed" that new member.
To rush someone means to be their advocate to the other members. Many times this
process of rushing a new member will result in a lasting bond between the two
individuals. Non-members are not allowed to observe or be privy to the proceedings of
these late-night meetings. One informant explained that the houses use a ranking system
which changes every year based on goals the members decide on. These goals are based
on current weaknesses in the house, weaknesses in the form of a low overall grade-point
average or not enough people involved in campus activities. The decision-making process
both for the members of the house and for the rushees seems to be a challenge because it
is based on very brief encounters. Informants reported that the reputations of various
sororities are known statewide, so that freshman women going through the rush process
often already know at least some rumors about the sororities that they visit. Ultimately,
the final choice for the rushee is based on those brief encounters they have with the
members of the house while going through the rush process.
They don't really have points or anything; you just take notes on houses,
and when you go back you write the houses that you have been to. And it's
kind of hard, because when I look back on my rush handbook that I wrote
down they are like, this girl didn't smile at so and so, you know what I
mean? How could you pick a house off that? But there is definitely
something you can't explain; it is just a feeling that you get, you know,
where you think you would make some friends and ...then you rank those
houses the highest.
The choice of sorority membership is a mutual one. Both the rushee and the house
must select each other.
The Living Conditions
At this university, sorority members, as well as fraternity members, sleep and
bathe in communal rooms, but share a "study room" with one or more roommates. In this
particular sorority, the study rooms are shared usually with only one other person.30
Initially, the study-room roommate is chosen by the executive council. After a member's
first term of "living in," the members chose their own roommates. These roommate
relationships often last for just one term (approximately ten weeks). Some women do
choose to retain the same roommate for a number of terms. The changing of roommates
results in an ever-changing room decor. In many cases, the decoration of the rooms
studied changed every ten weeks.
Study Room Description
The study rooms measure approximately 9 feet by 10 feet, with an additional two
feet for a closet and built in chest of drawers (see Figure B.6). The chests of drawers are 3
feet high which allows space for two mirrors to be mounted on the wall above the
drawers. There are six large drawers and four small drawers, each of which is
approximately 14 inches deep. The sorority supplies each room with two small student
desks, and a 6 foot shelf mounted about 5 feet above the finished floor. The rooms are
carpeted in a Berber-style carpet that is neutral in color and each room has one window
equipped with mini-blinds. The walls and woodwork are painted white, and house rules
require that they remain white. These are the raw materials provided to each pair of
roommates.
Room and Roommate Assignments
The informants from Alpha Beta house spoke of the many benefits they enjoyed
as members of this sorority. However, with the benefits come obligations. When asked
about the disadvantages, some members considered these obligations a burden. Members
are obliged to meet standards set by the Executive Council. One of the house's
committees is the Standards Board, which reviews violations of these requirements. The
members are expected to attend meetings, to participate in functions or parties that the
house sponsors, to get involved in activities internally and on the university campus, to31
meet the financial obligations; to perform well academically, and, for those who live in
the house, to perform house duties, most of which are cleaning assignments. During a
member's career in Alpha Beta, she accumulates points for participation, or, as in the case
of house duties, loses points for non-participation. As a member's points accumulate she
is accorded greater prestige in the house, as well as the privilege to select the study room
of her choice. A member with a high number of points, generally a junior or senior, may
select a room in the fall term and remain in that room for the entire school year. Those
with fewer points can be ousted from their rooms at the end of a term, should a member
with more points desire that room.
Generally the rooms are very similar but some offer certain advantages, such as
two windows instead of one, or that they are located on the shady or sunny side of the
building. Members reported that those who like to play their music loudly tend to group
themselves on one side of the building. Also some parts of the U-shaped building are
more private, because only those who live in that wing of the building would be passing
by. Factors such as these may result in those with higher points choosing a different room
when a more desirable room becomes available. This point system attributes status to
those with desirable rooms, status which is derived from their dedication.
Roommates are determined mainly by the two individual's choices. Often for the
first term a member moves in, a roommate will be assigned to her. This may be her "big
sis," an older member who will befriend her and develop a relationship with her. The
person selected to be a member's "big sis" may be the individual who rushed her: often
this relationship will flower into friendship. Room assignments tend to be mobile,
resulting in most members switching rooms and possibly roommates at the end of each
term. Those who have lived in the house longer seem to accept this as part of life and
prepare for it by limiting the number of personal possessions that they bring to school;
most become quite proficient at relocating in a short amount of time.32
CHAPTER 5 - RESULTS
Introduction
The purpose of this research was to compose an ethnography of the study rooms
of a sorority through observation and interviews with the members of one sorority. In
addition to describing the physical aspects of the rooms, the research objectives
included observing patterns in both the contents of the rooms and the placement of
the objects. Further, the researcher attempted in this study to identify meaning
attributed to the objects by the informants, as is suggested by symbolic interaction
theory. The following presentation of the research results begins with the description
of the physical aspects of the rooms and the decorating patterns that were identified.
The second section will present the responses of the informants and the hypotheses
which were developed from the first interviews and tested during follow-up
interviews.
Description of a Study Room
Once roommates are paired up, the process of decorating the study room begins.
Extra effort, time and expense often goes into the planning and decoration of the
room for Fall Term. Informants mentioned contacting one another during the summer
to plan the decor of their room. About one third of those interviewed said that the
decoration of the room had been a mutual endeavor. The other two-thirds felt that one
of the roommates had been more involved with the decoration of the room than the
other. The more elaborate decoration of the rooms for Fall Term was attributed to
rush and to the fact that students often have more money available in the Fall.33
Horizontal Surfaces
Each room has similar horizontal and vertical surfaces to decorate or utilize.
Analysis of the rooms and their arrangement was organized by horizontal and vertical
surfaces. The horizontal surfaces in most rooms are one six foot shelf mounted to the
wall about five feet off the floor, two student desks with chairs, a vanity surface, and
the floor. The long shelf is frequently divided in half, one half for each occupant,
other than the vanity, the rest of the room is often a blend of the two individual's
belongings. This six-foot shelf was used by all the informants, with the exception of
one, to store a stereo system or speakers. This shelf was also often used for framed
pictures, stuffed animals and books. The books are mostly large cloth covered photo
albums but textbooks are also stored there. Members commonly added portable
shelving on top of this shelf in order to make better use of the space between the shelf
and the ceiling.
Almost half of the informants used the desk for a computer and/or printer. Desk
lamps, clocks, framed photos, containers holding pencils and scissors, and
knickknacks are also commonly displayed on the desk surface. Candles are prevalent,
despite house regulations prohibiting them. Several informants mentioned that the
items on their desk in their study room are arranged exactly the same way as on their
desk at home, providing them with a sense of familiarity.
The vanity areas built into each room, like the shelves, were divided equally
between the two roommates. In this area members frequently display their room's
color scheme by covering the surface with contact paper, and in some cases placemats
or fabric scarves cover this surface as well. The vanity displays the residents' makeup,
lotions, hair care products and personal knickknacks. Some residents needing
additional storage have added plastic drawer units on top of the surface.
The last horizontal area available to the residents to personalize is the floor.
Because the study room is not a bedroom, most of the floor space is open and34
available for use. The majority of the residents have added seating to their living
spaces. Loveseat-size futons are the most commonand prized form of seating. Others
have a single upholstered chair, or foam-filled chairs that fold out for sleeping.
Having some form of seating other than the desk chairs usually invites other members
of the sorority to come in and spend time. Carol (names used are fictitious) ,an
informant, explained the importance of seating this way:
...I know that when I go downstairs to Connie's room (Connie has a futon),
I am more apt to sit down and stay there longer. But like I have noticed
when people come in here, 'cause this thing [folding foam chair] is not
very sturdy, it's more for, like, taking naps, and then I have my chair that is
used at the desk. I mean, there is nothing else to sit on, so people come in
stand, talk for awhile and then leave, but they are not going to, like, I have
never seen anyone come in here and sit down on the floor.
Another informant related that because she and her roommate did not have a futon,
they spent less time in the room and therefore decorated it less. One informant,
although definitely in the minority, felt open space was a positive option for her
'room. She explained that, "because I don't have a big huge futon, so a lot of times
there is 4 or 5 of us just hanging out in that room because there is more open space."
In addition to furniture for seating, additional storage furniture and lighting also
occupy the floor space in these study rooms. The storage furniture which allows for a
greater number of personal belongings, most often consists of stacking storage crates.
In these crates residents store clothes and books. Small shelving units are added to
store books and decorative items such as frames, candles and knickknacks. The
torchere lamp is the most common form of additional lighting used by these women
because it provides a warmer light than the ceiling-mounted fixtures. One interesting
exception was a lamp with a handmade Victorian beaded shade. The owner of the
lamp explained that it was a gift from her mom and her roommate had given her
permission to add the lamp to their decor. The rooms are carpeted with a light colored
Berber style carpet. Some of the residents placed small throw rugs on the carpet,35
usually to coordinate with their color schemes. One informant, who was extremely
concerned about having everything in her room match, had used a handmade quilt as
a floor covering in her previous room. At the time of this study she was using the
quilt to cover an upholstered chair, which without the quilt did not match her color
scheme (Fig B.5-b).
Vertical Surfaces
The four vertical walls in the rooms are broken up by one door, usually one
window, a closet, and vanity mirrors over the vanity surface. The doors frequently are
utilized for more than just shutting out the world. They become a place for storage by
means of over the door hooks or hooks mounted to the door. The doors and the
doorknobs also collect coats and purses. The outside of each door is decorated with
the names and often pictures of the occupants of the room. As is true for the rooms
themselves, the door decor of most rooms reflects some effort and planning, while the
outside of a few doors are very basic and simply informational.
Each room has at least one three foot wide by six foot high double hung window
with mullions. Mini-blinds are provided for a window covering. One of the typical
decor items added by the residents is some sort of textile accent across the top of the
window. In some rooms this is a strip of fabric strung across the top of the mini-
blinds, and in some there are sheer curtains tied back on each side with a puffy
valance over them. Several informants admitted to having their moms involved in the
decoration of their rooms, specifically in providing the window treatments. In one
case the member's mother was an interior decorator and had made her daughter two
different sets of window treatments which could be alternated from term to term.
The closet door is another commonly decorated item in these sorority study
rooms. Some closets in the sorority house studied have wooden doors, while in others
only a rod is provided. For the latter, members must provide their own curtain to36
cover the closet. The wooden doors have two inset panels each.The most common
closet door decoration is to fill the inside of each panel with contact paper to match
that on the vanity surface nearby. The closet curtains also continue the color scheme
or theme of the rooms. The textiles used varied from burgundy velvet todenim to
gingham. Some women purchased curtains while others improvise with shower
curtains. A few of the rooms have no covering over the closet, revealing the large
amount of clothing in the closet.
Next to the closet is the vanity area. This area is inset about 18 inches creating the
vanity surface discussed above. On the wall above the vanity surface is a light and
either two mirrors or one large mirror covering the entire surface. The mirrors
themselves are nondescript; but members' decorations radically change that, such that
the mirrors are not just a place for the residents to see their reflections but become one
of the room's focal points. Informants displayed an average of six photos or cards on
or around their mirrors. The photos were of friends and family from home or of
fellow sorority members. Because many members displayed photographs in
abundance, their significance was discussed with each informant. Those results are
presented below. In addition residents used the space around the mirror to display
picture postcards from their own or their friends' travels, and various pictures they
admired from greeting cards or magazines. Approximately one-third of the informants
who placed pictures around the mirror hung them at various angles, as if dancing
around the mirror, rather than in a neat straight row (Figure B.1). It appears that the
members saw the items around the mirror as decorative tools and not merely as
photographs. Other decorative items used around the mirrors were small swags
draping down over the top of the mirror. The most common type of swag was made
of silk flowers.
Often the more ambitious decorators remove the mirrors entirely to install contact
paper or fabric which covers the wall and wraps around to include the side walls37
above the vanity. In the rooms in which this was done it provided the largest area of
pattern and color in the room and reinforced this area as the focal point of the room.
Side walls of the vanity area were usually decorated with more pictures and cards of
various kinds, as well as calendars and dried flower bouquets. Approximately half of
the rooms are equipped with narrow storage shelves in the vanities. These are
commonly used for bottles, hair dryers and curling irons, although in at least two
cases the shelving was used for decorative purposes only.
Another decorative accent on the vanity is the treatment on the drawer knobs. In
the history of Alpha Beta sorority a former resident covered her knob style drawer
pulls with color-coordinated squares of fabrics tied on with ribbon or decorative
string. This Alpha Beta tradition continues. Because the scope of this project did not
include research at other sororities, it is unclear whether this practice is unique to this
sorority. Most of the members who put effort into decorating their rooms covered the
drawer knobs. One informant borrowed from a another member the fabric drawer
knob covers which she used in her decor.
The three remaining walls were used in a variety of ways, although some common
patterns emerged and certain objects were frequently displayed . Approximately half
of the informants, chose to decorate using an identifiable theme, and allowed this
theme to dictate what was displayed. Examples of themes were sunflowers, sun,
moon and stars, fish, jungle animals and animal prints, Winnie-the-Pooh, and Mary
Engelbreit (used by two informants). Members use borders, posters, stuffed animals,
pictures from old calendars, picture frames, knickknacks and fabric to carry out their
themes. Although those interviewed emphasized the importance of decorating during
Fall Term, many of the rooms photographed during Winter Term were decorated with
an identifiable theme as well. Some women carried out their chosen decorating theme
more thoroughly than others. Many other decorative objects on display in the rooms
are not theme related. For example, the owner of the Winnie-the-Pooh room carried38
out her theme quite thoroughly but also included a floral swag given to her by a
significant person in her life (Figure B.2-c). Personal items of significance, such as
posters with inspirational sayings, hats, dried rose bouquets, gifts from close friends
or family, souvenirs from travel, and childhood keepsakes are retained in the
decoration of the rooms. Those rooms which do not have a strong central motif often
have at minimum a color theme. The residents of these rooms have used coordinating
fabric for the window treatment, closet covering, and drawer-pull covers, and
matching contact paper for the vanity surface and wall.
In about one-fourth of the rooms sampled, the informants indicated that the room's
decorator had carefully placed items on the wall based on their size and shape and the
available space. Negative space was not found in abundance in these rooms; most
available space was utilized. Most rooms had one large poster which attracted the eye
when entering the room, just as one painting centered over the sofa or fireplace
attracts attention in a living room. Also common to every room is some form of
Alpha Beta memorabilia. Each woman has a decorated wooden paddle, and a pillow
with her name appliquéd on the pillow cover, both gifts from her "big sis". One room
during Fall Term was actually nicknamed the "Alpha Beta Shrine." The room was
decorated in the sorority colors and featured swags of the sorority flower, along with
other Alpha Beta souvenirs.
Origins
One aspect of this research project was to discuss with each informant the origin
of items in the room, and from that to speculate on the item's significance to the
residents. In reviewing the data gathered in this phase, several general categories
emerged for the origins of items. Some were identified as gifts, some as items used in
decorating the informant's room at home or in some other former living situation, and
some as souvenirs of travel.39
The largest number were identified as gifts from someone, such as a member of
their family or a boyfriend or girlfriend. Even ex-boyfriends' gifts were on display.
Kimter and Vollebergh (1997) found that among some social groups, such as the
highly educated, single and the non-religious, the giving of gifts to friends was more
common than giving to extended kin. It seems that, to some extent, friends can take
the place of extended family. In Alpha Beta sorority each member is assigned a "big
sis" and inherits her "big sis's" "family". Thus each member officially has a "big sis",
a "grand big" and maybe even a "grand-grand big". This may create some of the same
gift-giving obligations felt among family members, because in both family and
sorority relationships the ties between individuals are given by birth in the case of a
family and assigned in the case of the sorority,rather than chosen as friendships
(Kimter & Vollebergh, 1997). Some of these gifts were things made by the giver. The
researchers heard the pride in the informant's voice which seemed to indicate that the
gift meant more because of the source. Many women brought items previously used
to decorate their dorm rooms or apartment but most often the items were brought
from home. Six of the informants had collections at home of items such as angels or
unique frames which they brought to decorate their room. One member who had no
roommate at the time of this research was able to fill her room with her large Winnie-
the-Pooh collection, begun for her by her parents when she was a child (Figure B.2-a-
d). Often a member identified objects in her room as something she "had all my life."
Finally, some items on display were souvenirs of travel or of some special event in a
member's life.
Significance of Objects
Status and Personal Space
This picture of a sorority study room provides the skeletal structure for the rest of the
data. The -flesh" of the data is contained in the impressions and expressions of the40
women who live in these spaces. These women are not unique,in the sense that many
of the patterns of decoration and use of space are common to Western society and, in
fact, to humans in general. The goal of this analysis then, is to determine what
objects, patterns, and themes in ornamentation appear to be characteristic of this
specific group of sorority women.
Ornamentation of the living area has long been seen as an expression of social
status and a method used by people to define their physical space (Snodin & Howard,
1996). Both of these elements appear to be present in the decoration of the sorority
study rooms in this study. In order to identify the expression of social status, one must
determine what is valued by the group. These women belong to the larger group of
college students, but are also members of a smaller group, the Alpha Beta sorority.
Both of these groups inform their members by example what is valued by the group.
Because relationships are of key importance to adolescents, items in the living
area that reflect significant relationships become status symbols. Some examples from
the living areas studied are photos of friends and dried rose bouquets, because these
bouquets are usually from boyfriends.
Another form of status expression is personal accomplishments. Selecting women
who were involved in activities in high school is often an important consideration
during the membership selection process. This continues to be important during
sorority membership. The most obvious example of displaying personal
accomplishments at Alpha Beta sorority was a room occupied by a member of a rodeo
court. Her room was decorated entirely with souvenirs and gifts she received as a
member of the court. Other, less dramatic examples are photos or souvenirs indicating
participation in important events such as cheerleading or participation in a dance
team.
Being a member of Alpha Beta sorority also confers certain levels of status, and
this is often evident in items on display as well as in room location. Most of the study41
rooms are located on the second floor of the sorority house. Two study rooms,
however, are located on the first floor, thereby offering greater privacy. Typically
these rooms are occupied by three women who are not only long time residents of the
house but who have also been dutiful members, able to accumulate a large number of
points. Living downstairs is one indicator of greater status within the house. Havinga
corner room and being able to stay in the same room all year are further status
indicators because these options are open only to those who have been active
participants in house and campus activities and who have performed well
academically. Hence occupying these preferred rooms becomes symbolic ofa
member's devotion to the sorority. In addition, as was mentioned above, mostrooms
have on display some items indicative of membership in the sorority. Newer members
tend to display more items related to their new group membership suchas souvenirs
from "bid day", the day when rushees are offered membership in the sorority. The
"Alpha Beta shrine" room mentioned above belonged to a member living in the house
for her first term.
Decoration for the purpose of defining physical space is also observable in these
sorority study rooms. Three surfaces in each room belonged exclusively toone
roommate or the other. These were the individual desks, half of the six-foot shelf, and
half of the vanity surface areas, which were usually divided equally.
The significance of the objects the informants used to decorate their studyrooms
lies at least in part in the meaning the member and the member'speers place on the
object. The sorority student culture to which these women belong, values
relationships, both male and female relationships, and accomplishments. The objects
used to decorate communicated these values. Displaying objects also allowed the
informants to define a physical space which expresses their individual significance
within the culture.42
Comfort
Comfort, the state of physical and mental well-being, was mentioned
approximately twice by each informant in a variety of contexts (Funk & Wagnalls,
1980). The subject of comfort arose primarily in connection to the feelings a room
can generate. The women spoke of the importance of feeling comfortable in a living
space in relation to the degree of tidiness of a room, the type of furniture, and the
color in the room; they associated comfort with having the freedom to "hang out" or
"plop down" in a room. The word "comfort" was used in conjunction with words such
as homey, relaxed, happy, warm fuzzy feelings, welcome, belonging and light colors.
Several women stressed the importance and effort required to achieve a state of
comfort. Ann described the importance of being comfortable in her study room this
way:
...actually, decorating this room was extremely important to me, because
the first term that I lived here the room had already been decorated and she
did a great job...I was sort of placed in here because I was a new pledge
and just put with whoever, and it wasn't my room. It was never my place
to relax, and being in a sorority, it's very hard to find a place of your own.
You want to be somewhere where you are very comfortable, where you
can study, where you can basically feel at home. Because we don't have
bedrooms, making a place as cozy as this and warm where we can come in
and relax was very important to me because my sanity basically depended
on it. I think I lost some of that last term because it wasn't my room and I
always felt like kind of an intrusion when I came into it. Here it makes a
lot of difference being with Linda because we are much closer than my
last roommate. But, urn, this is a place where we come...we can just...when
we close the door, shut the world out for a while, and we never bother
each other, and we don't get in each other's way. And it just made it cozy
and warmer and everything that we like is in here and we even talked
about what colors that we liked...
Another informant explained her design goals for her room in conjunction with
comfort:
...when I first started out trying to design my room,..um...like I said.
there was two reasons. The first one was, how can I design my room so I43
will feel happy studying in here, comfortable and happy studying, 'cause if
I start studying and I'm stressed I just can't do it. And I wanted the room to
make me relax and be able to focus.
So if the room was just very plain and not much decoration...
Oh, I couldn't study, oh, it would kill me. I couldn't even think.
These examples indicate the importance of having a place to go that provides mental
and physical ease for the individual. What creates that desired state varies from
individual to individual, but the basic elements recurring throughout the interviews
were issues of tidiness, color, and the expression of personal identity.
Tidiness
Early in the interviews it became evident that tidiness was an issue for many of
the women, both relative to the sorority house in general and to their own rooms or
the rooms of their friends. Many felt that their rooms were popular places for friends
to hang out because they were not particularly neat or in order. They believed that this
gave their friends the freedom to come in, sit down on their futons and relax.
..our room is very, very laid back and people feel welcome to come in and
hang out. Sometimes it tends to get kinda messy, it's OK, you don't feel
like when you walk in the room you can't, like, touch anything or you feel
really comfortable like that, and I think that has a lot to do with what we
have in the room.
After repeatedly hearing comments such as these from the informants, the researcher
questioned one of them directly about the issue of an untidy room and its apparent
attraction to visitors. Her reply was "it's more like home, because that's probably how
they keep their rooms at home, I would imagine. You know, there's our room, it's
downright messy, but it's always nice to be in a room that's lived in, that you can...that
you can kick back in". Another informant made the distinction being alluded to here,
namely that, "there is a difference between lived-in and messy." Whether the rooms
that attract those seeking a home-like experience are really messy, or just lived-in. is44
uncertain. A possible guideline for making this determination was, "I guess where
you can tell they have lived in it that's nice, it's comfortable, but where there is dirty
underwear at your feet, that is not too comfortable." Another perspective as to what is
too much is, "if I have to step on stuff to go places, I don't like it". Several women
indicated that if a room was messy, they probably would not enter the room, but
would stand at the door and chat with the occupant; if they did enter, they would not
stay long. Besides affecting visiting behavior, the room's cleanliness affected how the
occupants' belongings were treated.
...if it's messy they figure, oh well, it's messy so we can just throw things.
But if it's clean then they are a lot more careful in there.
What do you mean, people come in and throw things around?
You know, like, people come in and, like, borrow your clothes, you know,
instead of hanging them back up, they will throw them on the chair.
Despite the many references to being comfortable in a room because it was lived
in, some interviewees disagreed with this concept. Kim explained it this way:
I can tell you because when my room, like right now, it's hard to study in
my room without cleaning it up first, 'cause I have just things I have to do
before I can just comfortably just sit down....because our rooms are so
small, the living spaces, if you don't have it completely cleared, you have
no room to do anything, so it just bugs me. It stresses me out when I don't.
What about spending time in your room?
I either spend time cleaning it up and then I have no problem, or I just,
like, sometimes, like today, I have done this, I have been avoiding my
room and this is like the first time I've been home since I left for class...
The room of this interviewee appeared to the interviewer to be lived-in, rather than
really messy. For every woman who felt that the "lived-in look" was attractive to her
friends, there was another who felt having a neat living space was desirable.45
One informant whose roommate was not concerned about neatness explained that
her roommate's messiness caused her to be even cleaner than she normally would be
in order to encourage her roommate to increase her concern for cleanliness. Her
attempt at modeling cleanliness for her roommate did not appear to be successful
(Figure B.3). Perhaps to downplay her lack of success, she added that they were good
friends and it really didn't matter. This informant had an attractive room, and with her
mother's help had invested some time and money in its decoration. Yet by spring term
very few of her personal decorative items remained in the room. It seems that her
roommate's messiness caused her to withdraw some of her ownership of the space.
Another informant, Sheila, compared her cleaning habits to those of her roommates':
...I'm not really nit picky about how I clean, I put away most of my stuff,
whereas, like, both of my roommates are very, like, very clean. Both of
their desks are, like, if there is anything on them it's, like, in a totally neat
pile, and so if my desk is slightly astray I feel like I need to put it together.
It's not like...Its not like...I don't feel like it's a bad thing...I wouldn't feel
upset but it's definitely a factor.
The opposite extreme of a messy room, that is a very clean, formal, pristine room,
was also scorned by most informants. One informant made it clear that none of the
rooms at Alpha Beta sorority fell into this category. However, approximately one-
third of those interviewed alluded to this type of room when they were asked about
how decoration affects behavior. They apparently believed that a very clean, formal
room would cause people using such a room to don their best manners and behavior.
...People in general, they think that a living room looks really expensively,
like someone really spent time doing it, spent a lot of money on it. People
might be more inclined to not be rowdy but if a room, a living room has
lots of open space or looks a little bit less expensive, you know, like the
things they use to decorate it or whatever, people might be more rowdy or
inclined to, like, drink in there and not clean up after themselves, or eat
and leave their food there or whatever.
....When you walk into a house and you, like, the things that are more kind
of casual rooms and, you know, everything is nice and it's not dirty but46
you know there can be like a newspaper laying there on the table or
something, and you, it makes you feel more at home and you want to pick
it up and read it, and instead of it being just neatly stacked like magazines
in a fan-type order you don't want to mess up the order.
Another informant had grown up in a house with a living room that served primarily
to display her mother's Asian artifacts. She expressed annoyance with the practice of
setting aside a room as off limits to other members of the household.
Both extreme cleanliness and exceptional disarray received very bad reviews from
this group of informants. For most of these women, comfort seems to hover between
"having to step over stuff on the floor" and everything in perfect order.
Color
All the study rooms in Alpha Beta sorority are painted white, and the color
cannot be altered by the occupants. Nonetheless many of the women made comments
about color and its effect on their comfort. Many referred to statements about color's
effect on people. Informants made statements such as "McDonald's colors make you
hungry," "pink is used to calm down prisoners" and "light blue on the wall will make
the students more comfortable." Other expressions about color were more general
seeming to stem from personal experience rather than from a mere reiteration of
something someone else had said. Comments of this type included "yellow makes it
seem happier" and "bright red and purple you are in a fu7z ball, warm and inviting".
One term, during this study, a room in the house was decorated in black with silver
accents. That room evoked more response from members than any other room. It was
so unusual that the members either seemed to like it because it was so different, or
hated it because it was so "dark and gloomy". One of the occupants of that room
made these comments
...last term we decorated, I still have remnants of it, but the whole room
was with everything black, like this cupboard was black. No rugs or47
anything and all the knobs were covered in black, black paper and black
this, black that, everything was black and we had all silver accents.
Everyone came in there, like you're kidding, it's all black and we're like ya
it's black. I think it was because it was so different from the norm and we
had all this black curtains and the black shower curtains but we put'em on
our window but ya it was a lot different than people usually do. I mean
usually if something is going to be black, usually it's the random thing that
just happens to be black but we had everything black our door was black
everything. I think it wasn't as fun as they thought it was going to be you
know, while we were planning so we added silver to kind of make it a
little bit better.
Dark colors generally were not favored among these women. Most associated dark
rooms with "reinforcing negative, bad moods and frustration" or causing people to be
more depressed. Only one person said dark rooms were calming. During the follow-
up interviews, the topic of colors and their associations was explored. One informant
expressed her belief that color associations are culturally taught:
I don't think I ever had training, but just, like, I don't know, I think you
just learn by visiting other people's houses, and that's probably, like,
subliminal experience when you are little...
So it's not really taught?
Right, well, like, when you are little and you walk into the haunted house
at Disneyland, it's to scare you and it's really dark, and so like that, and
then when you go to Alice in Wonderland and it's totally bright and
cheery...so I think your mind especially, in our culture, is like, trained to
know these things.
The terms "bright colors" or "dark" rooms are relative and the perception of each
varies among individuals. Approximately one-third of the rooms photographed for
this study used "dark" accents or large fields of dark colors. The majority of the
rooms, therefore, are accented with light colors in spite of the fact that all walls are
white. Wherever we do learn color preferences and associations, there appears to be a48
strong preference for light, bright colors in interiors. It is interesting to note that,
observation of the informants indicated that their color choices in apparel were much
darker.
Personal Identity
Studies by Sadalla and colleagues (Sadalla, Vorshure & Burroughs, 1987, Sadalla
& Sheets, 1993) have indicated that expression of personal identity is evident in
interior environments. The data collected for the present study were replete with
examples of these sorority women expressing something about who they are by
means of the objects they chose to display. Ann, quoted above, expresses the extreme
discomfort associated with the lack of self-expression. Examples of self-expression
are a snowboard hanging on the wall, an Elvis poster, a sewing machine on a desk, all
items which were found in only one room. With these items these sorority women
strive to strike a balance between belonging and uniqueness. According to research in
identity expression, these objects do not simply decorate (Sadalla & Sheets, 1993,
Sadalla, Vorshure & Burroughs, 1987). They indicate a place where the individual fits
into a larger group. The individual is associating with those who participate in this
sport, hobby or fan club. Therefore, in addition to being a college student and a
member of Alpha Beta sorority, this individual is a member of another social group
probably not common to every college student and Alpha Beta sorority member.
Photographs and the Social Network
The friendships and the social aspects of sorority living were cited by many
informants as one of the benefits they most enjoy. Throughout adolescence,
acceptance by one's peers is an important motivation (Cotterell, 1996). Informants
sometimes compared their current relationships with those they had during high
school, and commented that they felt greater satisfaction with and expected greater49
longevity from their college friendships, particularly those with their sorority sisters.
One informant described the benefits of the sorority experience this way:
I would say definitely the social benefits, not just as far as meeting guys
or, you know, like that, but just having such close friends, which is really
neat for me.
Do you think those friendships develop just because you are living
together?
Ummm, I think they probably started from that but I don't think, I mean, I
know that there are a few of us that, you know, when AB is over and we
are done with it, we are still going to stay friends...I mean, like, I feel here,
like, in high school you have your close friends, but, you know, I hang out
with the big popular group and out of those friends I really still talk to two
of the guys and one of the girls, but, you know, like, I think these are kind
of the friends you will have for life; that you will still go visit on
weekends or on holidays and be in your wedding type friends, I guess.
The importance of relationships to these women is evident in the quantity and
prominence of the photos in their study rooms and the effort put into arranging them
in photo albums or finding just the right frames for the pictures. The significance of
the photos lay in the fact that they were reminders of good times in the past, that they
added comfort to the room, and that they provided the opportunity to tell others about
the people and stories behind the photos.
The abundance of photographs in these rooms was facilitated by a local
photographic studio, which when requested sends a photographer to sorority events.
The photographer takes numerous posed photographs. A few days later the proofs are
brought to the sorority house and members may order any that they particularly like.
The photos they purchase are four by six inches, and include a caption at the bottom
stating the name of the event, the date, and the name of the sorority. These
photographs are usually the ones used to frame the vanity mirror in the study rooms.
The comfort and reassurance provided by the display of photos is in part derived
from the memories of happy times and in part from their role as mementos of family50
and friends who care, that is, their social network. A photograph captures only a
moment in time, but it can serve to remind those who were present of an entire event.
One informant noted that a photograph "records a moment when you all had
something in common." Another informant had this to say about the significance of
displaying photos:
I think we like to be surrounded by people that make us happy, and having
pictures there, then all the time you are surrounded by, you know, people
that you enjoy. Usually the photos are of happy memories or fun times. I
think we use them as reminders, kind of just, look at me having fun, more
so than anything else.
How do they affect you when look at them? Do you look at them over and
over?
I think I do look at them over and over, and you always seem to notice
with group shots one more thing as you look at it more: Ya I think so, and
they always make me happy you know. I mean, in your pictures you are
smiling, you know, hugging, whatever. They make me happy.
Others had similar ideas about the significance of the photos. Six of the women
expressed a stronger interest than the other members in relation to displaying
photographs and in noticing the photographs displayed by others. In relation to
looking at others' photos one member explained:
The function? They are good conversation pieces and I just love to talk
about pictures, whether they are mine or somebody else's. Sharing
memories...
So when you go to someone else's room you talk about their pictures?
Always, always, who's this, what are you doing, where are you
going,..always.
And they do the same?
Ya, I hope they look at them, I wish they would. Ask me, ask me!51
This woman expressed more enthusiasm than most about her photos and her desire
for others to enjoy them with her yet she was not alone in wanting others to
participate in her photo display.
In addition to being reminders of good times, photographs added to the comfort
these women felt, both in relation to their living space and their emotional state.
Displays of photos of family and friends from home made the room feel more like
home, more comfortable and brought those who are far away, closer. Others, such as
Jill, saw the photos as comforting in themselves:
For me, being so far from home, it gives me a lot, it's a good way to feel
that I am not all alone here. I mean, I look at pictures of my family, and
then it's comforting for me and also it, um, brings back a lot of good
memories, the pictures that I have of me and my friends and the really
good times, and especially if I am going through a rough day I can look at
them and know things are going to be okay. It's just a bad phase right now,
I think.
Other informants mentioned similarly powerful effects from photos.
Finally, photos are a way to tell others about yourself. Nancy explained it this
way: "They are a display of who you are because you choose the pictures that most
represent the fun you've had." Her statement alludes to the control that the person
displaying the photos has when she tells other people about herself. Perhaps this adds
to the therapeutic value of the photos because one is able to filter out the undesirable
images and present what will be seen as positive. Jill, who was quoted above, used
photographs to filter, but on a situational basis rather than an emotional basis. Also
informants mentioned the concept that these women are more than just members of
Alpha Beta sorority. They have lives and relationships that are significant beyond
their college life. One member expressed these feelings this way:
I know it's hard for me because I love everybody in this house, and it's
hard to understand that they don't know my family, they don't know my
friends, that I have a life that is very separate from here; just because I
love being here and I love everyone doesn't mean that 80 people know52
what my little sister is doing at any given time, and I think to have pictures
up is a reflection of the time that I spend when I am not with them, and to
show those pictures is to bring them into that.
Several other informants expressed a similar desire for people to know them as more
than merely university students and members of Alpha Beta sorority.
The display of photographs further enhanced these study rooms by the wide
variety of picture frames used. Framing photographs adds another dimension to their
significance in relation to decoration. In many cases informants felt that the frame
was just as important as the photo, or at least that it helped to carry out the decorating
theme in the room. One informant indicated that because she collected frames,
photographs became the main decorating item in her room. Her response to the
significance of frames reflected her attraction to them: "My frame collection is all,
like, unique frames, or wild and crazy, and so all the pictures that are in there, like,
have some type of memory of being wild and crazy. That's why they go in there...."
For some, the frame is just as important as the picture, provoking a similar effect in
observers to that of the photograph within.
This same topic was discussed with informants during the preliminary study
(Carter, 1997). One of the responses concerning photographs is a fitting conclusion
for this topic:
Whenever I go into someone's room, if I go into someone's room and they
have a lot of pictures up, with, like, pictures that have been taken of them
and their friends I always look at them. And even if I go into the room a
million times I always look at them again and again. You know, I think a
person who has a lot of pictures is more sociable, they do more, they really
get into their social life, which is important.
Outliers
Considering the results of all of the interviews in general terms, responses appear
to fall into a typical bell-shaped curve pattern, with only a few informants indicating
that they care a great deal about room decoration and a few who care very little.53
Those who expressed very low interest or concern about decoration of their living
space, the non-decorators, made comments such as, "we have other things to do than
decorate" and "we just kind of throw our stuff in a pile" (Figure B.4-a). These non-
decorators did recognize that decoration can be extremely important to others. One
told me her roommate had been the "primary decorator because she cares." For some,
environmental factors other than decoration were more important to their comfort; for
example, the number of windows and the cleanliness or organization of the room.
Others in this group were unaware that the interior environment could have an impact
on them or others. When asked about the interior decoration of a room affecting
behavior, replies such as "I don't see how it has affected anyone" and "I have been
told it affects me but I haven't noticed," typified this group. One informant who
claimed decorating wasn't very important to her made a distinction between
decorating and displaying personal effects:
It's not that I'm...you can decorate in different ways 'cause, like, some
people are decorators in coordinating and everything going together. For
me, and that fits their personality for me I'm not a big decorator in that
sense but I have all personal stuff out and my pictures that are important
but maybe they just don't go together very well.
At the time of the follow-up interviews, this informant, Marty, expressed a new
interest in bringing decorative items into the room. She was tired of the hand-me-
down decorations she had been using up to that time indicating the fluctuating nature
of the decorating interest.
Certainly another influential aspect is one's roommate.
I can tell that...whoever my roommate is has a big influence on how I
decorate, because my roommate fall term was very, I was conservative,
she was more conservative than I was, so a lot of the items that I had, I just
kept at home, and then as the term progressed, the year progressed, the
next person was like wild, so we had, like, mushroom candles and really
wild54
things and then when I moved in with Teresa we had a lot of the same
taste, and so it was just whatever.
This quotation addresses the influence of roommates in relation to types of
decorations. It illustrates well how one individual's taste can dominate, so that even a
non-decorator can be swept into a moderate interest in decorating. Another member of
the sorority, whom I had assumed to be a motivated decorator because I had seen her
rooms and observed her cutting fabric for a window swag, revealed to me that my
impressions were only partly true.
Well, like, Teri, she was my roommate, but when we moved in here as
sophomores she stressed so much about what our room was going to look
like. She even called me. She came here like 3 days early and called me.
Now, what colors do we want to make everything, don't bring anything
that is not, like, this color or this color, and she was really particular about
it, and so we had to get these, her color scheme was green and blue and
she painstakingly covered everything in the same contact paper and
covered all of our knobs and made a shower curtain out of, like, jean
material. I mean, she went all out and our room was just perfect. So that
was my first term, then you kinda by example, the next term I went into
my room, well, I guess I could go to the fabric store and make something
or do something, even though I wasn't quite into it. I mean, my roommate
went and got stuff and decorated it...
It appears there is an element of peer pressure involved in decorating, particularly as
this informant went on to say that the occupants of a room in the front hall, the area
most often seen by guests, are under more pressure to decorate. This informant
learned well the art of room decoration as illustrated by her current room, which is
decorated with a larger personal collection than any of the other rooms (Fig B.2-a-d).
In spite of the influence of roommates and peer pressure there are some to whom
decorating in terms of coordinating all elements in a room, is still unimportant. The
opposite extreme was also represented, that is, those for whom decorating their spaces
was an imperative. Their strong feelings about decoration are illustrated in comments
such as "my sanity depends on it," and "Oh, I couldn't study, oh, it would kill me. I
couldn't even think." This second comment was made by an individual who was most55
often mentioned or recognized by other members of the sorority as definitely a
serious decorator. In an interview with Christy, she described the deliberate way that
she went about planning and coordinating every detail of her room. She had a room to
herself, a room in which she lived for three terms. Based on observation of past rooms
she had decorated, it may well be that the length of her stay in the room would not
have affected her enthusiasm about decorating. Christy explained that she learned her
decorating techniques and style from her mother who had always made her family
home very cozy without spending a lot of money. She was an ideal informant because
she spoke freely about the topics introduced and had strong feelings about the
importance of each detail of the interior environment (Figure B.5-a-d). This is
Christy's statement about the importance of decoration:
...it's really important to me to have the right, like, the right feel, I guess,
like the right atmosphere, and especially because I study so much. I cannot
study if the decorations are ugly, I don't know, it's just hard for me. Like if
the room is a mess, I can't sit down and study. I'll be stressed out, so one of
the reasons I do that is because of my studies. If I had a different major I
might not go make such an effort to make myself comfortable in the room.
Well, first I think I thought of what was the feeling I want, and then I
thought how would I put the furniture in there. That was the very first
thing I put in mentally was the furniture, um, then I put the furniture in so
that it's easily accessible, so that it's functional. I don't want it to look nice.
I want it to be functional...um, the second thing that I do is I put on all the
colors that...I don't start like in my mind I don't like put all the individual
pictures. I just think rainbow, and it's like, if I could just take my hand and
paint the colors where would I put them at. That's how I think, okay this is
how I want it and then I kind of, that picture I go and start one by one start
putting things up like the curtains. That's a really big deal. They're purple
on the top with cream on the bottom and, urn, the white lace and that's a
big deal, cause, like, changing curtains would probably stress me out cause
I want just what I want so...it makes me feel comfortable, feel good, and
maybe that's because of the curtains I made in high school and I have had
all my life, or maybe its just because it's the style I like in a way they make
me feel really comfortable.56
I know when I enter my room I can't be angry in there 'cause it's so
peaceful, um, I can't be angry and I can't get stressed out, and I designed it
that way, but there are rooms in this house where I can get angry and I can
get stressed out. For me they tend to be rooms that are stronger, harsher,
more brighter colors. The softer the colors for me, the more calm I am.
While other members of the sorority recognized Christy as a definite decorator, many
did not care for her extremely feminine style and referred to her room as "the
nursery." Yet she indicated that she wanted other women in the sorority to feel
comfortable in her room, so she had not used one of her previous color choices, pink.
During the term she decorated her room in pink, it was associated with "Pepto
Bismol" by the other members. Although the walls of her "pink" room were in reality
white, I remember the walls as pink because all the other surfaces in the room were
pink, including her shoelaces. Christy stated that one of the benefits she had
experienced from being part of a sorority was learning to be less judgmental and
loving those who are different from her, traits she believed came from her small town
background. Christy felt that being a member of the sorority had strongly validated
her femininity, to the point that she had changed her style of dress from the traditional
college student garb of jeans to skirts and ribbons in her hair. She did not understand
her fellow sorority members' reluctance to express their gender identity in clothing or
in the decoration of their rooms.
Christy was definitely an extreme case. At the end of my visit to her room she
explained, as if I were concerned about it, that the only reason her slippers were left
out of the closet was that they matched the decor of the room.
In the pattern of the traditional bell curve, most women in Alpha Beta sorority fell
somewhere in between the two extremes described above. It is possible that more of
the sorority members would be categorized as non-decorators were it not for
modeling and peer pressure.57
Demographics
Demographic data collected from the informants included number of siblings,
number of terms they had lived in the house, size of their hometown, occupations of
both parents and number of activities they were involved in on campus and in the
sorority house. Age, usually a factor in demographic data, was not included because
all of the informants were known to be in their sophomore, junior or senior year of
college and therefore between 18 and 22 years of age. The data collected revealed
that, of the 35 informants, 43%, or 15, had only one sibling. Only one informant had
more than 3 siblings (but these did not all live in the same household). Six of the
women (17%) had no siblings, and most of them saw their lack of siblings as a factor
which increased the amount of adjustment necessitated upon moving into the sorority.
The number of informant's siblings was similar to the statewide census data in
relation to family size.
Initially finding willing informants presented some difficulty in conducting the
research. Once the interviews began, however, cooperation increased. This early trend
accounts for the relatively large number of informants (15 of 35) who had lived in the
sorority house just one term. In the early phase the women who had just begun living
in the sorority house were the most willing. One reason may be that new residents
were generally more enthusiastic about their sorority. Another reason may have been
that upperclassmen are usually more involved with campus activities and have less
free time.
The size of the informant's hometown was also included in the demographic data.
Informants chose from among three categories to indicate the population of their
hometown: under 25,000, 25,000 - 50,000 and over 50,000. The sample was neatly
divided into three nearly equal groups.
Using the "Dictionary of Occupational Titles" to classify the occupations of both
parents, results indicated that the largest groups of both fathers and mothers fell into58
what might be considered traditional categories. That is, the largest group of fathers
(21) were in professional occupations, and the largest group of mothers (14) held
clerical positions. The second most common occupational category for mothers of the
informants, however, was professional (10).
Demographic data about informants' involvement in activities indicated that
involvement in the sorority was greater than campus involvement. This group was or
had been involved in an average of 2.74 activities in the sorority and 2.17 activities on
campus. Activities included holding an office, club memberships, competitive sports,
and special events. The highest number of activities in which one person had been
involved was eleven, and the lowest was one. Twelve informants were involved in
three activities on campus, and nine were involved in two sorority activities.
Relationships Among the Demographic Data
The goal in collecting the demographic data was to utilize it to explore
relationships between the demographics and patterns of decoration. One comparison
made was between hometown size and informants who related during the interviews
that they had been the primary decorator of their study room. The researcher's
assumption was that those from larger cities would be more interested in decorating
their study room than those from smaller cities. In fact, the reverse was found to be
true. The largest number of women who said they played the largest role in decorating
their study room came from towns under 25,000 in population. About one-third of
those interviewed felt that the decoration of their study room had been a joint effort
and so they were not included in this comparison.
Another comparison examined was the amount of time an individual had lived in
the house compared to the thematic nature of the room decorations. Of those
informants who had lived in the house only one term, only 37% used a color scheme
or theme. Eighty-one percent of those who had lived in the house two or more terms59
used thematic decorations. As noted above, roommates appear to influence study
room decoration. The tenure in the house of these informants roommates' is unknown.
These figures indicate that modeling is a significant influence in room decoration.
One informant who had lived in the house for three terms and did not use a theme in
her room decoration, explained that she had decorated during her first two terms in
the house, but it had become too costly to continue.
Comparing those who did not use a theme to decorate their room with the number
of activities in which they were involved showed that those involved in fewer
activities were also not as likely to use an overall theme in their room decoration. If
the scope of this study was longitudinal it might reveal that, these informants were
among those who absorb less of the group identity and leave the sorority before
graduation. As a housemom, I watched several women leave the sorority. I cannot
remember what their rooms were like, but that they did not "fit in" was evident by
their discomfort or awkward manner of relating to the other women. Hansen &
Altman (1976), in their study of college dorms, found that those who later dropped
out of school had decorated their dorm rooms less than did other students.
Other comparisons among the demographic information such as comparing
involvement in activities with the number of photos on display, were also analyzed.
The data suggested that there were no relationships among these comparisons.
Hypothesis Testing
For purposes of testing the hypotheses that emerged from the analysis of the
interviews, five informants were re-interviewed during spring term of the same school
year. The five informants who were interviewed twice were selected by convenience
and will be referred to as "key informants" to differentiate them from the entire
informant group. They represented generally a cross-section of the overall informant
group. The averages calculated for the five informants were very similar to those for60
the larger group of informants. (Average number of siblings (1.5 versus 1.4), Average
number of terms spent living in the house (2.8 versus 3), number of campus activities
(2.2 versus 2 ) and number of sorority house activities (2.7 versus 2.8) ). The only
demographic data that differed were the size of the hometown. Three of the five
informants were from a large city, whereas the overall sample was divided equally
among the three hometown size categories. However one of the key informants was
from a town with a population under 25,000 and the other from a town whose
population was between 25,000-50,000.
This research focus underwent various levels of refinement, rather like the
peeling of an onion. Each layer brought the focus closer to the juicy, usable core of
the topic. After reading and categorizing into domains the data gathered, several
patterns emerge that led to conclusions about the decorating behavior of these sorority
women. These were formed into questions which were discussed with the five
informants to test the accuracy of these conclusions:
1) Identity expression is a motive for decoration. All but one person agreed that
personalization was an important part of decoration. "Ya, I'd definitely say that" said
one key informant when asked if personalization was one of the motives for
decorating, "Ya, I mean you put your personal things and, um, your possessions and
material things and there's a part of you and you have collected them over time and
things that you like to do. They all reflect upon you and your personality, what you
like". During the previous conversations, the most common response regarding the
purpose of decorations involved comments related to expressing the uniqueness of the
individual. One informant said it almost poetically, "You don't feel at home... if it
doesn't have your signature on it, so that's why I decorated." Another sorority member
saw the purpose of the room decorations as "the only thing in this house that sets you
apart from everybody else, sets you apart from the house. It's not the AB house in all61
the rooms, it's my room. It may be in the house, but it's my room...It's the only thing
that is yours in a sense, that you don't share."
The quantity of decorative objects in most rooms probably indicates something
about the importance of decoration. Some of the members were asked to estimate
whether more objects in their room were functional or decorative. Their responses
were split evenly between the two choices. Yet, perusal of the photographs indicates
that decorative objects are abundant and certainly must surpass those that are purely
functional. This is consistent with the feelings expressed by the informants regarding
the importance of decorating their rooms for the purpose of being "set apart from
everybody else", that is, expressing personal identity.
2) The women interviewed had definite perceptions regarding colors and their effect
on people. The source of these perceptions could not be determined. Experiences, the
influence of a psychology class, and personal preferences were all considered as
possibilities; but no consensus was reached among the informants.
3) Furniture style and availability can mediate behavior both overtly and covertly.
This factor was described above and confirmed by all key informants.
4) Time and money spent on room decoration varies, based on the term and the
member's roommate. Many references were made to Fall Term as the most important
term to decorate the study rooms. The reason given for this was usually due to the
competition for new members that occurs during rush. "Definitely in the fall, just
because that's when the house is still open and they are still having potential rushees,
and so we have to keep it pretty much up to par with some of the other houses that are
a lot more modern and decorative". Other reasons for a more ambitious fall decorating
scheme were the enthusiasm of new members moving into the house for the first time,
and the increased availability of time and money. During Winter Term, members feel
the need to decorate simply in order to counteract the dark, damp winters of the
Northwest. "Since winter is so horrid and depressing, if I had the money I would like62
to make my room yellow for winter". It follows that Spring Term may be the least
decorated term of the year. Rush is happening only on an informal basis, and financial
resources are depleted or directed elsewhere. One key informant explained that she
and her roommate had intended to purchase a futon for their room, but spent their
"futon" money on a trip during spring break. Prior to Winter and Fall Terms, there is
at least a month-long break from school, providing time for planning and purchase of
items for decorating. Spring break is often spent traveling and only provides a one-
week break. With the school year two-thirds over the motivation is simply not as
high.
A member's roommate was also an important factor in determining the style and
effort expended in the decoration of the room. Several informants discussed the
impact, both of a roommate that who was more motivated to decorate than they were
and of a roommate who had a very different style. It appears that the roommate with
the greatest propensity to decorate becomes the dominant decorator.
5) The key informants were unable to distinguish whether photos are displayed to
record memories, or to tell other people about themselves. Both were motivations for
the members in displaying photographs.
I think a record of memories as well as telling people who you are.
Basically they are all of, like, my friends and my family and stuff like that,
so it kinda-but a lot of times they would have that purpose of telling who I
am, 'cause there are a few from, like, my pageant and stuff, so that tells a
little bit more about my past than it would just about the people in the
pictures...
6) The level of tidiness was an important component to making a room feel
comfortable. The level of tidiness required for comfort varied among the informants.
Many seemed to prefer at least a moderate amount of disarray, as compared to an
extremely orderly living environment. Besides adding to the comfort of a room, the
tidiness of a room may be an indicator of the current state of one's life. "It's kinda a63
reflection of how your day is going too. I know when I have had a rough week my
stuff is everywhere". Two of the members of the five interviewed a second time said
they tended to be messy. One of them, Kelsey, told me:
I am kind of messy, so Fall Term when I lived with Jane there was like a
line that went across her side and my side and my side was trashed. Now
Katrina's and mine it's...our stuff is kinda spread out so the whole... we just
share the space, it's a lot harder for me to keep it clean than it is her. I don't
know if that is just because I have more stuff...
How does it affect her or you?
It just...I guess it is kind of embarrassing when guests come over, 'cause
people might think it is her and it's just me. It doesn't really affect it that
much, it's just like a little storage space.
Katrina said that she tried to keep her area of the room even more clean than normal
to motivate her roommate, Kelsey, to be neater. It apparently didn't make the room
any cleaner, (Figure B.3) but she did experience some guilt concerning the lack of
order in her room. Her last phrase, "it's just like a little storage space", indicates that
she doesn't see the room as a living space. Therefore it is not surprising that she is
reluctant to invest effort into maintaining the room. Further, she explained that she
didn't spend much time in her study room. Whether this was because it was too
messy, or because the furniture did not encourage it, it is unclear. In regard to her
behavior changes relative to furniture, she said:
My Fall Term room, we didn't have any comfortable things to sit on so I
never was in my room unless I was picking something up or getting ready
in the morning. I never spent time there, ever, like, I never even listened to
my radio, but now we have this awesome chair in the corner; I fall asleep
in it all the time when I should be studying, it's great.
It appears that under the right conditions, the study room can be more than a storage
space.
7) Members of this group see some members as decorators and others as non-decorators.
The sorority women see the decorators in the house as "crafty" and "creative". They pay64
attention to detail so that everything goes together, to the point of experiencing stress
about the decorating scheme. Several mentioned one individual, Christy, quoted above, as
definitely a decorator. (Figure B.5-a-d). In reality there was only one room that could be
considered undecorated, (Figure B.4-b) based on the broad definition of decoration used
in this research. Whether a room contains only pictures and posters, or color-coordinated
curtains, contact paper and drawer knob covers, both are considered "decorated" for the
purpose of this study.
8) How individuals see the group identity is similar to how they see their own identity.
Burnett, Vaughan & Moody (1997) found similar results in examining the importance of
congruent values to females joining sororities. As part of the initial interviews, the
conversation was directed toward the member's impression of how outsiders saw Alpha
Beta sorority. The most common responses were: good girls high in scholarship; follow
the rules; snobby; respected; kind and good; and prissy. After the informants selected
those descriptors they believed best represented the sorority, I asked them which were
true about themselves. "Respected" was included in both categories by four of the five
women. "Kind and good" and" high in scholarship" were both selected by three of the
five women for themselves and for the sorority image. Two of the five informants
believed there were members of Alpha Beta sorority who were "snobby", but these two
also felt that snobbery did not characterize the group. One informant said "I hate to admit
it, but I'd probably want to say those two also (pointing to "snobby" and "prissy"), but not
as much." Another informant concluded that these could not be part of the sorority
identity, because she "did not feel comfortable around those kind of people and I feel
comfortable around everyone here."
These members of the group appear to believe that their personal identity is similar to
that of the group. Because sorority reputations develop over time, it seems that while the65
members were still rushees they were attracted to a sorority with an identity they wanted
to be associated with, either because it was similar to their own or because they desired
that identity.
Summary of the Results
The objectives of this study were to describe the study rooms of Alpha Beta sorority
and to identify patterns among the members in relation to the type of objects used to
decorate and the manner that the objects were used. The results indicate that there were
patterns among the objects used to decorate, and that the horizontal and vertical surfaces
of the rooms were used similarly among the informants.
In addition, an object's origin was thought to have a relationship to its significance to
the individual. In fact, objects the members used to decorate their rooms often did have a
deeper meaning than simply the object itself ; for example, a gift or an item the member
had owned for a long time. Objects were also found to express personal identity, provide
comfort and express values. The results revealed that a few members of the sorority
considered the decoration of their study room to be very important while others
considered the decoration of their rooms to be quite insignificant. Most members fell
somewhere between these two extremes.
Demographic data were presented to determine whether there were relationships
between various demographics and decorating patterns. The most interesting relationship
found was that those who had lived longest in the sorority house tended to use a theme in
their decoration. Further, those who used themes in their decoration tended to be more
involved in extra-curricular activities.
Finally, eight hypotheses that emerged from the interviews were explored with five
informants. Seven of the eight hypotheses were confirmed by the informants. The key
informants were unable to discern a primary motivation for displaying photos. Based on
these conclusions, it appears that identity expression is indeed a motive for decoration.66
These informants had definite ideas regarding color and its effect, and furniture style and
availability affected their behavior. The investment of time and money for the purpose of
decorating varied among school terms and in relation to roommate preferences. Tidiness
is a component of room comfort. Members vary in their interest in decorating; and there
is a relationship between members' perception of the group identity and their personal
identity.67
CHAPTER 6 - DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Overview
Ornamentation of one's living space has been part of human history since people
were cave dwellers (Whiton, 1974). The Industrial Revolution increased the
availability of decorating products. Since that time, homes and businesses have
decorated their interiors with a wide variety of items. Developments in technology
have changed the materials used and types of items available. A person's possessions
have throughout history been one indication of wealth and status (Snodin & Howard,
1996). Precisely what constitutes high or low status has varied among cultures. The
study by Bonnes et al. (1987) which compared present day French and Italian living
rooms, found that the participants in the study used different kinds of items to
decorate, and that these differences appeared to be culturally dictated. Duncan's
(1981) "old moneyed" Indian subjects' culturally dictated decorative mores were
essentially not to decorate, at least not in a way that would display wealth. The
present study set out to describe the decorative patterns of sorority women in their
study rooms, to identify the significance of the objects used for decoration and to
compare the decoration of the rooms based on demographic data.
Decorative Patterns
Generally, the occupants of the study rooms in this sorority did exhibit common
ways of using and decorating the space. Many members of the sorority used a theme,
expressed by means of colors or chosen by the type of objects they placed in the
room. The themes chosen were often based on interests or collections of the
occupants. The type of decoration and amount of time and money invested in
decorating their rooms showed significant disparity among the three school terms,
with fall being the most decorated term. There was some peer pressure among the68
members of the sorority to decorate more extensively for Fall Term in order to aid the
group in attracting new members. The amount of time spent in planning and
preparation and the freshness of a new school year also motivated the members in
their Fall Term decorating.
Another pattern discovered was the manner in which the members used the space
in their rooms. The informants of Alpha Beta generally did not vary significantly in
the way in which they arranged the furniture in their rooms. The rooms are small, and
with the built-in closets and vanities, furniture arrangement options are limited. The
desks of the two occupants were placed on perpendicular walls, so that they were
separated either by the door or by a piece of furniture. Other possible options may not
have offered the privacy and definition of personal space that this furniture
arrangement provided. The use of walls revealed much more variation. Some
similarities existed such as the use of one large poster which draws the viewer's eye
first. Smaller personal items were hung near the desks. The vanity area was another
focal point in the room because of its mirrors and surrounding decoration.
Patterns of Objects
The objects used to decorate the sorority study rooms portrayed a theme of their
own. Comfort on some level was the underlying theme of all the decorations. The
types of furniture added varied little from room to room. The most common piece was
additional seating, often in the form of a futon. Those who added seating reported that
they spent more time in their rooms, and had others spend more time visiting, than
those who had no additional seating. Typically some effort was made to cover the
futon or other seating to coordinate it with the color scheme. Storage shelves were
also commonly added to the study rooms. The shelves stored books. clothes and
decorative items such as framed pictures.69
A decorative valance or curtains on the window, or covering the closet, and
contact paper in the vanity area were two ways occupants displayed their color
schemes. Color schemes or themes often were evident in the squares of cloth tied onto
the drawer pulls as well.
Another common element observed in the study rooms was a large number of
photos, some in frames, some not. Many photographs were also stored in photo
albums. The photographs were displayed near the vanity mirror in nearly every room.
Other photos on display were usually in frames. Often the attraction to the informants
lay in the frame as much as in the picture.
In addition, there were various sorority memorabilia such as composite pictures
and the "big sis,sis" paddles (Wooden paddles are decorated and exchanged
between big sisters and their little sisters). Most vanities were filled with cosmetics
and hairstyling tools. Computers were very common and stereos, nearly universal.
Significance of Decoration
Based on theories of symbolic interactionism, it is assumed that the objects
chosen by members of Alpha Beta sorority to decorate their environment have some
meaning. The objects used in their decorating schemes have a significance beyond
their "face value." This ethnographic research study sought to identify what some of
those meanings might be. It was assumed that they would originate from cultural
dictates or from individual identity expression. This identity expression may result in
the individual "making culture" by their choices. When an informant identified an
object on display in her room as a gift, for example, this piece of information suggests
that the object holds a particular meaning for her. It may mean that the giver is more
significant to the informant than the gift itself The two cannot always be easily
separated. One informant had something on display from an ex-boyfriend. One could
surmise that the gift was more significant, because it remained on display after the70
relationship had ended. In another case, many of the objects in a collection were gifts,
and although the informant remembered who had given her each object, in this case
the fact that they fit into her collection appears to be more significant.
Most of the informants expressed a desire to decorate their living space. The level
of desire varied among the women. Coupled with the their own desires to decorate, an
element of competition was evident as well, both among the members of Alpha Beta
and between Alpha Beta and other sorority houses. The women talked among
themselves about the various rooms and their decorations. During one term I lived
there as a housemom, one room was particularly unusual. The feedback which came
even to me as housemom about the decoration of that room was very disapproving.
That member's unique decorative style did not follow the customs and norms
characterized in the rest of the group. Thus, although the informants said that the
decorations in the rooms let people express their differences, there appeared to be
boundaries within which that self-expression should fall. The unusual room remained;
no one told the occupants to change it or take it down. However, it was not the room
which members of Alpha Beta sorority highlighted when touring rushees.
The number of photographs the women displayed indicated that these pictures
were more than simply decorative. The informants said that the pictures could change
their mood or at least provide comfort and happiness when needed. This is due to the
memories that are stirred, or the visual reminder of friends and family who care. A
member's social network is made visual, almost tangible, by the photos which are on
display. In addition, the photos give viewers information about the person displaying
them. The person displaying the picture has some control over what others know
about them.
Expressing interests, hobbies, and their personal identity is another aspect of the
significance of the decorations in the sorority study rooms. The sorority members
have little control over the decoration of the public areas of the house. The study71
room is the only room in which sorority members can display their own belongings.
Themes they used for decorating connected on various levels with an individual's
identity. Some used a theme for only a term. It became a temporary identity of the
two roommates. Others carried a theme with them from term to term and room to
room. These rooms provided a greater depth of information about the decorators.
Carla was attracted to her theme due its intricacy and complexity, which not
coincidentally matched her personality and even her chosen major. Christy,
mentioned in Chapter 5, also revealed herself by insisting that everything in her room
matches and is very feminine.
Conclusions
The conclusions of this study have been divided into three areas - decorative
patterns, patterns of objects, and significance of the decoration. This study found that
the members of Alpha Beta sorority did use identifiable patterns in the decoration of
their living spaces. One pattern discovered was rooms often had a theme, either in the
style of decoration or in the color used. The investment put into room decoration
varied among school terms, and was influenced significantly by the dynamics
between the two roommates. Another identifiable pattern was the common usage of
space in the rooms. In most rooms the furniture was placed in similar locations and
the vanity area often was a focal point of the room.
Some of the objects that were used to decorate were common to many of the
informants. The goal of comfort was a common denominator among the objects used
to decorate. This was most obvious in the addition of seating furniture such as futons.
Those who had comfortable seating in their rooms indicated that they were more
likely to spend time in their room and to have other members of the sorority spend
time in their room. Even the storage furniture added comfort, because members were
able to store more clothes or other personal possessions in their room. Perhaps to add72
a feeling of "home," every room had some type of curtain or valance decorating the
top of the window. Finally, photographs were by far the most common form of
decoration. The value of relationships seems to be expressed by the propensity among
these informants to display photographs.
This study was based on the assumption that the objects used to decorate had
some significance beyond their decorative value. An example of this is gifts. The
object's significance is enhanced by the significance of the giver to the receiver. Most
of the members did some decorating of their study room; there were apparently subtle
cultural guidelines as to what was acceptable. Any room that deviated from these
guidelines stood out and was talked about by the other members. Evidently photos are
included by these unspoken guidelines, because photos are used widely. The
significance of the photos lay in the incredible power attributed to them by the
informants. The photos could change their feelings, comfort them at the end of a hard
day, and remind them of the care and support of family and friends. Photographs also
allowed individuals to inform others about them. Inform others in regard to their past,
their travel, their family or their achievements. Finally, the decorations allowed
members of the sorority to express their individual identity. Informants displayed
items that revealed their hobbies and interests, such as sewing or snowboarding. Often
these items were unique to one individual.
This study added descriptively to the knowledge about decoration and college
students. In addition, based on the data collected in this study, it seems evident that
cultural values, such as the importance of the social network, as well as expressions of
personal identity were present among these informants. Although this group of
informants is a small group within larger cultures, the members of the sorority are
products of that larger culture, and therefore some values related to decoration and the
way in which identity is expressed in decoration are most likely shared among the
various cultural groups of which they are members.73
Comparison with Other Studies
Hansen & Altman (1976) conducted a descriptive analysis of dorm room
decorations. As described above, their study analyzed the personalization of male
college students' dorm rooms and examined the types of imitation that occurred. They
found that decorating was nearly universal. These findings were consistent with those
of this project. The Hansen & Altman study categorized the objects the students used
to decorate. Their study found that items which were handmade and items which
displayed personal information were not widely present. Although the objects in the
sorority study rooms in this study were not categorized in this way, these types of
items were common in the sorority rooms. This difference may be due partly to
gender differences, but conversations with these informants suggest that the
difference has another origin as well. The women in the sorority spoke of how the
sorority house was like a home, with people who care about you, and greet you when
you come home. This was not the case in the dorm, which may explain why students
would be hesitant to reveal much about themselves.
Hansen & Altman's study found minimal evidence of imitation among subjects,
but the researchers did not consider imitation as a significant factor in the decorating
of the dorm rooms. This factor was not directly measured and was discussed
infrequently with the informants from Alpha Beta. However, based on the patterns of
decoration and the patterns of objects used to decorate in this sorority, it appears
imitation is a significant factor in sorority decoration.
Further Research
This study serves primarily as a beginning point for further research. Would that I
could have begun where I ended! Additional research of a quantitative nature, such as
recording exact quantities of decorative items or categorizing objects, would provide
valuable additional information about this topic. Another important addition to this area74
of research would be to compare data from several different sorority houses. These
differences and similarities would provide a greater depth of knowledge.
Future studies might address issue of whether decorating is intended more for
oneself or for others. There were some indications from this study to support the
hypothesis that decoration of one's living space is done for others. For example, some
informants indicated that there was some peer pressure involved in the decoration of
study rooms.
Observations in the corporate environment suggest that the objects used to
personalize office cubicles are very similar to the items used to decorate sorority rooms.
Some cubicles even have themes. Examining another setting in which everyone occupies
a similar space, and noting how each individual expresses personal identity within that
space would add another dimension to our understanding of personalization of space,
particularly in relation to institutional settings.75
BIBLIOGRAPHY
Abrams, D. (1992). Processes of social identification. In G. Breakwell (Ed.),
Social psychology of identity and the self-concept (57-99). London: Academic Press.
Ackerman, R. (1990). The survival of Greek life: Concerns and solutions. NASPA
Journal 28(1), 78-81.
Ames, K. L. (1962). Material culture as non-verbal communication: A historical
case study. Journal of American Culture, 25, 619-641.
Baier, B. L. & Whipple, E. G. (1990). Greek values and attitudes: A comparison
with independents. NASPA Journal 28(1), 43-53.
Baird, L. L. (1969). The effects of college resident groups on student's self-
concepts, goals and achievements. Personnel and Guidance Journal, 47, 1015-1021.
Barth, F. (1966). Models of Organization. Royal anthropological institute
occasional paper no. 23. Glasgow: The University Press.
Barth, F. (1969). Ethnic groups and boundaries. Boston: Little, Brown and
Company.
Barthelemy, K. J. & Fine, M. A. (1995). Relations between Residence Hall
Climate and Adjustment in College Students. College Student Journal (29)4, 465-475.
Bass, B. (1974). The definition of "group". In R. S. Cathcart & L. A. Samovar
(Eds.), Small group communication: a reader, (pp. 19-27). Dubuque, IA: William C.
Brown Company Publishers.
Blakemore, R. G. (1997). History of interior design and furniture. New York: Van
Nostrand Reinhold.
Blumer, H (1969). Symbolic interactionism. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall,
Inc.
Bonnes, M., Giuliani, M. V., Amoni, F., & Bernard, Y. (1987). Cross-cultural
rules for the optimization of the living room. Environment and Behavior 19(2) 204-227.
Burnett, J. R., Vaughan, M. J. & Mody D. (1997). The importance of person-
organization congruence for female students joining college students. Journal of College
Student Development. 38(3), 297-300.76
Carter, B. (1997). Ethnography of a sorority study room. Unpublished manuscript.
Cartright D. & Zander, A. ( 1968). Group Dynamics: Research and theory, (3rd
ed.) New York: Harper & Row.
Cathcart, R. S. & Samovar, L. A. (1974). Small group communication: a reader,
W. C. Brown Co.: Dubuque, IA.
Charlish, A. (1976). History of furniture, New York: William Morris & Co. Inc..
Charon, J. M. (1979) Symbolic Interactionism as a perspective. In Symbolic
interactionism. (pp. 23-34). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc.
Cleave, S. L. (1996). Residence Retention: Reasons students choose to return or
not to return. College Student Journal (30)2, 187-199.
Cooper, C. (1976). The house as a symbol of the self In H. Proshasky, W. H.
Ittelson, & L. G. Rivlin (Eds.) Environmental Psychology, (pp. 435-448). New York:
Holt, Rinehart, & Winston.
Cotterell, J. (1996). Social networks and social influences in adolescence,
London: Routledge.
Deaux, K. (1992). Personalizing identity and socializing self. In G. Breakwell
(Ed.) Social psychology of identity and the self-concept (pp. 9-55). London: Academic
Press.
Deaux, K. (1993). Reconstructing Social Identity. Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 19(1), 4-12.
Devos, G. (1975). Ethnic pluralism: conflict and accommodation. In G. Devos &
L. Romanucci-Ross (Eds), Ethnic identity: cultural continuities and change, (pp. 5-41)
Palo Alto, CA: Mayfield Publishing Co.
Dey, I. (1993). Qualitative data analysis. London: Routledge.
Dictionary of occupational titles, (Vol 1, 4th ed.). (1991)
Dormer, P. (1990). The meanings of modern design. New York: Thames and
Hudson Inc..
Duncan, J. S. (Ed.) (1981). Housing and identity: Cross-cultural perspectives.
London: Croom Helm.77
Eddy, W. (1990). Greek and non-Greek affiliation: Relationship to levels of
autonomy. NASPA Journal 28(1), 54-59.
Evans, J. (1931). Pattern: A study of ornament in Western Europe. Oxford:
Clarendon Press.
Festinger, L., Schachter, S., & Back, K. (1950). Social pressures in informal
groups, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Fetterman, D. M. (1989). Ethnography step by step. Newbury Park, CA: Sage
Publications.
Forsyth. D. R. (1990). Group dynamics, Pacific Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole
Publishing Company.
Forty, A. (1986). The home. In Objects of desire (pp. 94-119). New York:
Pantheon Books.
Frake, C. 0. (1980). Notes on Queries in Ethnography (pp. 26-43). In Language
and cultural description, In A. S. Dil, (Ed.), Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Freud. S. (1927) The interpretation of dreams. New York: The Macmillan
Company.
Funk and Wagnalls, (1980) Standard dictionary. New York: NAL Penguin, Inc.
Giedion, S (1948). The nineteenth century: mechanization and ruling taste. In
Mechanization takes command. (pp. 329-388) New York: Oxford University Press.
Gloag, J (1966). A social history of furniture design. New York: Bonanza Books.
Goettsch J. M., & Hayes, T. E. (1990). Racism and sexism in Greek events: A
call for sensitivity. NASPA Journal 28(1), 65-70.
Hansen, W. B. & Altman, I (1976). Decorating personal places: A descriptive
analysis. Environment and Behavior 8(4), 491-505.
Heida, D. E. (1990). Greek affairs in higher education: Dilemmas in philosophy
and practice. NASPA Journal (28)1, 3-7.
Hogg,M. A. & Abrams, D. (1988). Social identification. London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul.
Jensen, L. C. (1985). Adolesence: Theories, reserach, applications. St Paul, MN:
West Publishing Company.78
Kaiser, S (1983-84). Toward a contextual social psychology of clothing: A
synthesis of symbolic interactionist and cognitive theoretical perspectives. Clothing and
Textiles Research Journal, 2(1), 1-9.
Kaiser, S (1990). Toward a contextual perspective. In The social psychology of
clothing (pp. 29-63). New York: Macmillan Publishing Company.
Kilgannon, S. M., & Erwin T. D. (1992). A longitudinal study about the identity
and moral development of Greek students. Journal of College Student Development 33,
253-259.
Kimter, K. & Vollebergh, W. (1997). Gift giving and the emotional significance
of family and friends. Journal of Marriage and the Family 59, 747-757.
Kuh, G. D. & Lyons, J. W. (1990). Fraternities and sororities: Lessons from the
College Experience Study. NASPA Journal 28(1), 20-29.
Lee, D. H. (1990). Symbolic Interactionism: Some implications for consumer
self-concept and product symbolism research. Advances in consumer research 17 386-
393.
Lennon, S. J., Fairhurst, A., & Peatross, F. (1991). Apparel and furniture attribute
importance as a function of self-monitoring. Home Economics Research Journal 19(4)
292-302.
Maisel, J. M. (1990). Social fraternities and sororities are not conducive to the
educational process. NASPA Journal, 28(1), 8-12.
Malaney, G. D. (1990). Student attitudes toward fraternities and sororities.
NASPA Journal 28(1), 37-42.
Malnar, J. M., & Vodvarka, F. (1992) The Enclosure Revealed. In The interior
dimension. (pp. 253-273). New York: Van Nostrand Reindhold.
Manning, K. (1992). A rationale for using qualitative research. Journal of College
Student Development 33, 132-136.
Martin, I. S. (1928). The sorority handbook, Boston: Ida Shaw Martin Publisher.
McKendrick, N., Brewer, J., & Plumb, J. H. (1982). The birth of a consumer
society. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.
Mead, G. H. & Morris, C. W. (1934). Mind, self & society from the standpoint of
a social behaviorist, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.79
Meltzer, B. N. (1967) Mead's Social Psychology. In J. G. Maths & B. N. Meltzer
(Eds.), Symbolic interactionism: A reader in social psychology (pp. 5-24) Boston: Allyn
& Bacon.
Moos, R. H. & Gerst, M. S. (1974). University Residence Environment Scale.
Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychological Press. (Manual)
Neuman, W. L. (1994). Social research methods. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.
Parish, T. S. & Necessary, J. R. (1995). Importance of peers in forming students'
actions and attitudes. College Student Journal (29)3, 399-400.
Parker, D. & Gade, E. M. (1981). Fraternity and sorority perceptions of their
residence environment. Journal of College Student Personnel (11)2, 358-362.
Pedersen, D. M., Keithly, S., & Brady, K. (1986). Effects of an observer on
conformity to handwashing norm. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 62, 169-170.
Pike, G. R. & Askew J. W. (1990). The impact of fraternity or sorority
membership on academic involvement and learning outcomes. NASPA Journal 28(1), 13-
19.
Rhoads, R. A. (1995). Whales tales, dog piles and beer goggles: An ethnographic
case study of fraternity life. Anthropology and Education Quarterly 26(3) 306-323.
Riggins, S. H. (1994). The socialness of things: Essays on the socio-semiotics of
objects. Berlin, NY: Mouton de Gruyter.
Sadalla, E. K., & Sheets, V. L. (1993). Symbolism in building materials.
Environment and Behavior, 17(2), 127-139.
Sadalla, E. K., Vershure, B., & Burroughs, J. (1987). Identity symbolism in
housing. Environment and Behavior 19(5), 569-587.
Scott, W. A. (1965). Values and organizations, Chicago: Rand McNally &
Company.
Shaw, M. E. (1974). Group dynamics: The psychology of small group behavior,
New York: McGraw-Hill.
Sherif, M. & Sherif, C. W. (1953). Groups in Harmony and Tension, New York:
Harper & Brothers Publishers.80
Slayings, R. L. (1988). Campus housing identity formation and student retention.
[On-line]. Abstract from: Dissertation Abstracts On-line, First Search Database
#AAG8826614
Snodin, M. & Howard, M. (1996). Ornament: A social history since 1450. New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Snyder, C. R., & Fromkin, H. L. (1980) Uniqueness, the human pursuit of
difference, New York: Plenum Press.
Spradley, J. P. (1972). The cultural experience, Propsect Heights, Il: Wave land
Press, Inc..
Spradley, J. P. (1979). The ethnograhic interview. New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston.
Steiner, I. D. (1974). Collective Action. In R. S. Cathcart & L. A. Samovar
(Eds.), Small group communication: a reader (pp. 7-11). Dubuque, IA: William C. Brown
Company Publishers.
Tajfel, H. (1978). Differentiation between social groups: Studies in the social
psychology of intergroup relations, London: Academic Press.
Tampke, D. R. (1990). Alcohol behavior, risk perception, and fraternity and
sorority membership. NASPA Journal (28)1, 71-77.
Thompson, L. (1969). Languages of Symbolism. In The secret of culture (pp.
319-333). New York: Random House.
Turner, J. C. (1987). Rediscovering the social group, Basil Blackwell: Oxford.
Van der Ryn, A. S. & Silverstein, M. (1967). Dorms at Berkeley: an
environmental analysis, Berkeley, CA: University of California Center for Planning and
Development Research.
Weinberg, H. B. (1994). American impressionism and realism, New York: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Whiton, S. (1974). Interior design and decoration, New York: J. B. Lippincott
Company.
Wilder, D. H., Hoyt, A. E., Surbeck, B. S., Wilder, J. C., & Carney, P. I. (1986).
Greek affiliation and attitude change in college students. Journal of College Student
Personnel, 27, 510-519.81
Winston, R. B. & Saunders, S. A. (1987). The Greek experience: Friend or foe of
student development? New Directions for Student Services,75,5-20.
Wolcott, H. F. (1995). The art of fieldwork. Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press.
Yamamoto, K. (Ed.), (1968). The college student and his culture: An analysis.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin.82
APPENDICES83
APPENDIX A
SUMMARY OF PRELIMINARY STUDY
The present study was inspired by a 1997 study conducted by the researcher as a
class project. The researcher conducted an ethnographic study of sorority study
rooms. The research questions in this preliminary study were: 1)what objects do
sorority women use to decorate their living space, and 2) what are the meanings
behind these objects? This study was conducted among three informants from Alpha
Beta sorority. Two of the informants were interviewed twice, and the third informant
was interviewed once. The third informant, here called Mary, was interviewed just
once in order to test the hypotheses that developed during the previous interviews.
The analysis of the data followed the method described by J. P. Spradley in his
book The Ethnographic Interview, (1979). The method involves categorizing
responses into domains, that is, semantically-related groups. From these groups
themes are identified and formed into hypotheses.
The three informants, who were selected at random, fit across a "decorating
continuum". Donna seemed to find that very minimal decorating, - just a few personal
items - was sufficient. Rita seemed to need or desire more than just the basics to feel
comfortable in her room. Mary was attuned to the impact of the interior environment
on users of the space. This is how she described it:
There is like people's rooms in the house, like the way it's decorated it
represents who they are and, and like I wouldn't go in there and like...you
know....sprawl out, relax and stuff just 'cause I know that they are more
neat, uptight and everything is put away. You know, like my room is
always a mess so you can come in and like bring all your junk in and put it
down...you can totally tell when you walk in a room how you want to act84
because of how it is decorated...when I go to people's houses and stuff.
And you can just tell like what kind of, you can just totally tell. If I walk
into someone's house and the whole house is white and everything is put
away, I would feel like I wouldn't want to walk on the carpet you
know...like in our house, I mean everything is decorated nicely but you
can tell, it's like laid, everything is wild...
Mary was keenly aware of the fact that the way a room is decorated tells one how to
act, and that the decorations provide information about the identity of the decorator.
She also refers to the meanings that certain types of objects communicate.
Another theme that emerged from these interviews was that the members join the
sorority in order to be related and connected. This seemed to be expressed in the
decoration through the prolific display of photographs.
The effect produced by decoration or the lack thereof, was also addressed by these
informants. Rita and Mary felt this much more than Donna. Rita described her first
apartment after leaving high school:
I decorated my room and I lived in there because we didn't take time to
decorate the rest of the house and we didn't have that much coming
straight from high school...so I just lived in my room. It got kind of old
after awhile...I didn't want to [go to the other parts of the house] because it
was dark and there was no furniture...well, there were old couches with,
like, sheets over them because they were kind of beat up, and there was a
TV and a couple of chairs, but no pictures and not that many lights.
As Rita described her former living space, she wrinkled her nose and spoke as if she
were speaking of something quite distasteful. This attitude suggested the significance
for her, of an appropriately decorated living environment, and the impact on behavior
of an environment that is not comfortably decorated.
Identity expressed through decoration was also evident in these interviews. Even
Donna, the informant who seemed least concerned about decoration, was
communicating information about herself through her lack of interest in decoration.85
Donna believed some members of the sorority were the "decorating type" and that she
was not:
[The decorating type] are those that go out and like go to Fabric land and
get all this material and put up, like, curtains and everything. And I don't
usually, but I mean, I might sometime, but I don't usually especially for a
room that I am only going to be in for three months...by the time I get it all
up, I am just going to have to take it all down.
Mary was keenly aware of the idea that a person's identity could be expressed in his
or her living environment although she described her study room decorations as
"Victorian" and in a style "like her Mom." Her room was Victorian only in its
eclecticism. But the dichotomy between the way she described it and the decorations
themselves, expressed very well the struggle she felt. She was struggling with
whether to major in the subject she felt to be her choice or the one her family wanted
her to major in. It seemed her room was mixture of contrasts between her emerging
identity and an indicator of her psychological state.
The significance of this study was twofold. First, it provided opportunity to test
the method. Secondly, it laid a foundation for further research related to this topic.86
APPENDIX B
Figure B.1Cards above vanity mirror are displayed at random angles87
Figure B.2a Winnie the-Pooh Collection,
Seating area.
Figure B.2b Winnie-the-Pooh Collection, Desk Area88
Figure B.2cWinnie-the Pooh Collection, Closet View
Figure B.2d Winnie-the-Pooh Collection, Vanity View89
Figure B.3Katrina's roommate's desk.Figure B.4a Non-thematic decorations in an informant's room
Figure B.4b A non-decorator's room
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Figure B.5a - Christy's Study Area
Figure B.5bChristy's Seating AreaFigure B.5cChristy's Vanity Area Figure B.5d Christy's Closet93
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Figure B.6 - Typical Floorplan of a Sorority Study Room.